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“Become What You Receive.”  A Transformative, Eucharistic Vision of the Family,  
Engaging the History and Theology of U.S. Catholicism                                                                       
In the Twentieth and Twenty-first Centuries 
ABSTRACT 
 This dissertation contributes to discussions of theological method by creating a dialogue 
between social ethics, familial vocation, and liturgical theology.  Informing the entirety of the 
project, historical analysis provides a framework for exploring an important normative claim:  
The Eucharist serves, and has always served, to unite families as communities of social 
transformation.  In a Church where the family faces challenging questions of lay identity, gender, 
globalization, and multicultural awareness, this work aims to be both timely and efficacious.  
After introducing the shape of the field on social-scientific and theological issues of family and 
worship (Chapter 1), the project turns to an exploration of the history of the U.S. Catholic family 
and the Eucharist in the twentieth century prior to Vatican II (Chapters 2 and 3).  In a century 
marked by great social change, documents from social history reveal Catholic programs 
attempting to resist popular agency, on the one hand, and encouraging the active participation and 
leadership of laypersons and families, on the other.  An exploration of the history and theology of 
the period during and after Vatican II (Chapter 4) reveals that, confronting the mores of a 
changed world, the Church chose to align its official pedagogy, Eucharistic and social, with those 
theologies that supported lay and family agency.  This societal and ecclesial trajectory is 
confirmed and expounded upon through an exploration of the work of John Paul II (Chapter 5) 
and through an anthropological and theological exploration of Pauline churches (Chapter 6).  As 
the conclusion (Chapter 7) discusses, each of the above chapters seeks to unite historically-
grounded concepts of the family, Eucharistic community, and social transformation.  The family 
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One Body, Many Meanings:  An Introduction, a Landscape, and a Methodology 
 
I.  The Project 
A.  Overview 
 This dissertation proposes a realistic yet sanctifying spirituality
1
 for contemporary 
Catholic families in the United States.  The last century of American history reveals stark 
changes in family constitution and practice, both within the Church and in society at 
large.  These changes have yielded a Catholic family that is no longer tied to rigid role 
performance or specific means of religious devotion.  Yet these “freedoms” have left the 
family without a clear template for living well.  As the Catholic family has won 
recognition as an agential mover within society, it must also use its agency to mine 
Christian wisdom for its own sense of spirituality in a post-devotional world.  Such 
discernment is no easy task.  As U.S. historian James McCartin illustrates, American 
Catholics living in the wake of Vatican II generally struggle with divergent, competing, 
and often polar spiritualities, some harkening back to traditions antedating the Council, 
others trying to bask in the “spirit” of the Council, and still others paying homage to the 
demographic shifts involved in world Catholicism.
2
  In light of this ambiguity, this 
project offers a transformative Eucharistic spirituality as a model for family formation, 
family service, and agential social transformation in the twenty-first century.   Supported 
                                                 
1
 Sandra Schneiders well-captures my understanding of spirituality, namely, the involvement of oneself in 
integral living and self-transcendence according to ultimate value.  For more information, see Schneiders, 
“The Study of Christian Spirituality:  Contours and Dynamics of a Discipline,” Christian Spirituality 
Bulletin 6 (Spring 1998):  1, 3-12. 
2
 James P. McCartin, Prayers of the Faithful:  The Shifting Spiritual Life of American Catholics 




by the social sciences, this dissertation will ground its Eucharistic claims in the New 
Testament and in the teachings of Vatican II.  In all, it will assert that a close study of the 
recent past, of Christian tradition, and of Christian Scripture supports a Eucharistic ethic 
for contemporary U.S. family life.  The family, called by Christ to the Table of Covenant 
and Sacrament, is sent forth into the world to become exactly what it receives—the Body 
of Christ.   
B.   Academic Landscape and Methodology  
In recent years, marriage and family have continued to be topics of scholarly 
interest, across continents and religious traditions.
3
  It is striking to see the number of 
recent compendia on family-related religious reflection.
4
  Don Browning and David 
Clairmont have produced an edited volume on the family, modernization, and religion(s) 
in America, and Don Browning and Bonnie Miller-McLemore have edited a volume on 
                                                 
3
 Of course, recent scholarship is predicated upon the pillars of Christian faith—Scripture and tradition.  As 
such, it is indebted to the familial insights of the Scriptures as well as that of pivotal theologians, such as 
Augustine and Aquinas.  The Gospels offer very few depictions of family life, and, as Chapter 5 will show, 
the few such references of the New Testament even serve to challenge dominant family norms.  Yet, as 
Chapters 5 and 6 will demonstrate, both Jesus‟s teachings and the letters of Paul do contain constructive 
tools for understanding the family in a Christian context.  Like the New Testament, Augustine and Aquinas 
also hold somewhat ambiguous stances regarding the value of marriage and family in the Christian 
tradition.  At their worst, both theologians devalue women and treat the nuptial vocation as second-best to 
celibacy.  Augustine, though, does treat marriage as a life-state worthy of a Christian, especially to escape 
lust, and it is a state that can impart the goods of offspring, faith, and sacrament.  Aquinas goes beyond 
Augustine in calling marriage the closest form of human friendship and one that is patterned after 
friendship with Godself.  Marriage‟s care, Aquinas notes, flows into the rearing of Christian children.  It 
follows that Aquinas also casts marital relations as not merely a remedy for lust, but a pleasurable 
expression that is free of sin if rightly ordered toward procreation.  Thus, despite ambiguities, Augustine 
and Aquinas each see that family life can facilitate prayer and holiness:  It remedies sin, it allows for 
education in the faith, and it is a seedbed for charity.  For further reading on Scriptural and historical 
theology on the family, see Lisa Sowle Cahill, Between the Sexes:  Foundations for a Christian Ethics of 
Sexuality (Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1985); Lisa Sowle Cahill, Family:  A Christian Social Perspective 
(Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 2000); Elizabeth A. Castelli, “Paul on Women and Gender,” in Women and 
Christian Origins, ed. Ross Shepard Kraemer and Mary Rose D‟Angelo (New York:  Oxford University 
Press, 1999), 221-23; Augustine of Hippo, On the Good of Marriage; and Thomas Aquinas, Summa 
Theologica.   
4




children in American religion(s).
5
  Taking a different approach, John Witte and Eliza 
Ellison have edited a work examining the history of marriage theology from the 
standpoint of comparative religious perspectives on covenant.
6
  From a Catholic 
perspective, Charles Curran and Julie Hanlon Rubio, and likewise Paulinus Odozor, have 
edited volumes on marriage reflection.
7
  Kieran Scott and Michael Warren, too, have 
edited a similar volume, from both Catholic and Protestant perspectives.
8
    
In Europe, Marc Ouellet and Angelo Schola have both produced doctrinal and 
systematic reflections upon marriage, work that also finds resonance in the U.S. scene 
with Peter Jeffery‟s recent book.
9
  On a canonical and pastoral note, in South Asia, Linus 
Neli, George Thanchan, and Varghese Koluthara have published on the Catholic 
marriage annulment process, and in Australia, Abe Ata has written on the place of 
“mixed” marriages in contemporary society.
10
   
From a social-scientific perspective, work on the family is also rather abundant.  
Sociologically speaking, Steven Tipton and John Witte have edited a volume on the 
                                                 
5
 Don S. Browning and David A. Clairmont, eds., American Religions and the Family:  How Faith 
Traditions Cope with Modernization and Democracy (New York:  Columbia University Press, 2007); Don 
S. Browning and Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore, eds., Children and Childhood in American Religions (New 
Brunswick, NJ:  Rutgers University Press, 2009). 
6
 John Witte, Jr., and Eliza Ellison, eds., Covenant Marriage in Comparative Perspective (Grand Rapids:  
Eerdmans, 2005). 
7
 Charles Curran and Julie Hanlon Rubio, eds., Marriage.  Readings in Moral Theology 15 (Mahwah, NJ:  
Paulist Press, 2009); Paulinus Ikechukwu Odozor, Sexuality, Marriage, and Family:  Readings in the 
Catholic Tradition (Notre Dame, IN:  University of Notre Dame Press, 2001).  
8
 Kieran Scot and Michael Warren, eds., Perspectives on Marriage:  A Reader, 3
rd
 ed. (New York:  Oxford 
University Press, 2007). 
9
 Marc Ouellet, Divine Likeness:  Toward a Trinitarian Anthropology of the Family, trans. Philip Milligan 
and Linda Cicone (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 2006); Angelo Scola, The Nuptial Mystery, trans. Michelle 
K. Boras (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 2005); Peter Jeffery, The Mystery of Christian Marriage (New York:  
Paulist Press, 2006). 
10
 Linus Neli, George Thanchan, and Varghese Koluthara, eds., Catholic Marriage Nullity Process:  The 
Introduction of the Case (Bangalore:  Dharmaram Publications, 2007); Abe W. Ata, Mixed Marriages: 




nature, development, and current state of the family in the United States, and Christopher 
Ellison and Robert Hummer have edited a volume on demographic research concerning 
religion, the family, and healthcare.
11
  Using historical method, Cornleia Horn and John 
Martens have examined children in early Christianity, and Robert Obach has produced an 
overview of Catholic reflection upon marital relations from ancient to modern times.
12
  In 
Unites States history, James O‟Toole has produced a nearly four-century survey of the 
American Catholic laity, with ample windows into the social world of family life.
13
  
Regarding issues of family, childhood, and gender, Robert Orsi has utilized a largely 
ethnographic and social-historical perspective on U.S. Catholicism.
14
  Leslie Tentler, too, 
in her treatment of contraception, has employed social-historical means of assessing 
Catholic experiences of marriage, family, gender, and sexuality.
15
  Similarly, Paula Kane 
has conducted social-historical treatments of women, illustrating the experience of gender 
in the early-mid twentieth-century United States.
16
  Lastly, James McCartin and Margaret 
McGuinness have both treated issues of lay Catholic modes of prayer and sacramental 
                                                 
11
 Steven M. Tipton and John Witte, Jr., eds., Family Transformed:  Religion, Values, and Society in 
American Life (Washington, D.C.:  Georgetown University Press, 2005); Christopher G. Ellison and Robert 
A. Hummer, eds., Religion, Families, and Health:  Population-Based Research in the United States (New 
Brunswick, NJ:  Rutgers University Press, 2010).   
12
 Cornleia B. Horn and John W. Martens, “Let the little children come to me”:  Childhood and Children in 
Early Christianity (Washington, D.C.:  Catholic University of America Press, 2009); Robert E. Obach, The 
Catholic Church and Marital Intercourse:  From St. Paul to Pope John Paul II (Lanham, MD:  Lexington 
Books, 2009). 
13
 James M. O‟Toole, The Faithful:  A History of Catholics in America (Cambridge:  Belknap Press,  
2008). 
14
 Robert A. Orsi, Between Heaven and Earth:  The Religious Worlds People Make and the Scholars Who 
Study Them (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2004). 
15
 Leslie Woodcock Tentler, Catholics and Contraception:  An American History (Ithaca:  Cornell 
University Press, 2004). 
16
 Paula M. Kane, Separatism and Subculture:  Boston Catholicism, 1900-1920 (Chapel Hill:  The 




life, illuminating how spiritual practices offer a fruitful window in the day-to-day 
experiences of laypersons and families.
17
     
Yet, with such a varied array of family-related literature—from both religious and 
social-scientific perspectives—it is surprising that the fields of theology and of social 
science are often engaging in separate conversations.  While demographic information 
may sometimes be used to inform Christian moral analyses, the tools of social history and 
ethnography are rarely seen in concert with theological reflection.  Indeed, few sources 
grapple with extended treatments of social history, though recent scholarship does 
suggest a rise in experiential and historical ways of considering the theological aspects of 
family life.  Rosemary Radford Reuther and David Matzko McCarthy, for example, draw 
upon personal experience, as well as industrial and political history, in order to critique 
Victorian notions of the (Catholic) Christian family and in order to suggest more 
equitable practices for contemporary families.
18
  In a similar vein, Florence Caffrey 
Bourg draws upon both experience and the history of theological, conciliar, and episcopal 
uses of the concept of the “domestic Church” in order to suggest an adequate way of 
living out family life in the present.
19
 
One recent work, Julie Hanlon Rubio‟s Family Ethics:  Practices for Christians,   
bears particular witness to a growing awareness of the need to merge the historical, the 
                                                 
17
 See McCartin reference in n. 2; Margaret M. McGuinness, “Let Us Go to the Altar.  American Catholics 
and the Eucharist:  1926-1976,” in Habits of Devotion, ed. James M. O‟Toole (Ithaca:  Cornell University 
Press, 2004), 187-236.   
18
 Rosemary Radford Reuther, Christianity and the Making of the Modern Family (Boston:  Beacon Press, 
2000); David Matzko McCarthy, Sex and Love in the Home:  A Theology of the Household (London:  SCM 
Press, 2001). 
19
 Florence Caffrey Bourg, Where Two or Three Are Gathered:  Christian Families as Domestic Churches 




social, and the theological.  This book tries to merge the experiential with the theological 
as it explores the traditions, teachings, and possibilities of family-related spiritual 
practices, from table fellowship to tithing.  In drawing upon tradition and experience, this 
book is also notable in that it attempts to survey the documents and organizations—both 
clerical and lay in origin—that have shaped the family over the last century.  Yet Rubio‟s 
historical account is brief, and while it does explore the impact of Catholic Action groups 
on present family practices, her treatment cites institutional and organizational literature 
without reconstructing, or without drawing upon other reconstructions of, the lived 
experience of praying and working Catholics.
20
   
 While Rubio‟s use of institutional and organizational literature is exemplary, the 
most elusive voices of history are those that cannot be captured in meeting minutes, 
catechisms, homilies, and pronouncements.  Such voices are those of everyday life, of 
ordinary women and men who lived out a family vocation, and who lived according to 
and within their own understandings of whom God called them to be.  While the official 
pedagogical sources of Catholicism surely influenced the faithful, there is no guarantee—
and sometimes contravening evidence—that “official” positions were actually lived out 
in the lives of the faithful.  Thus, reconstructing quotidian life is an essential task for 
understanding the popular and social heritage of American Catholics and families.   
 Likewise, despite the historical work of, e.g., McCartin and McGuinness, and the 
theological work of, e.g., Rubio and McCarthy, there are few sustained treatments, 
historical or normative, of the role of the Eucharist in family life.  This work intends to 
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 Julie Hanlon Rubio, Family Ethics:  Practices for Christians (Washington, D.C.:  Georgetown 




draw upon history and theology to create such a sacramental reflection.  Normatively, 
this work relies upon the authority of Vatican II and the New Testament.  While 
conscious of the plurality of (sometimes opposing) norms derived from both the Council 
and Scripture, this work will adhere to the following beliefs:  Many of the Eucharistic 
practices of the early Church likely encouraged the creation of inclusive, equal, and 
participatory communities, though this ideal may have never been fully realized in 
practice.
21
  These same values were an important emphasis in the Eucharistic and familial 
reflections of Vatican II, and thus denote a recurring egalitarian impulse within the 
Christian tradition.
22
  This recurring impulse implies that Spirit-led life is predicated upon 
inclusivity, equality, and participation; the creation of Christian community is 
incompatible with the selective denial of personal or familial dignity and agency.  In 
                                                 
21
 Again, there are plural interpretations of the New Testament‟s equally plural role prescriptions of gender, 
class, etc.  Most clearly in opposition to my own view are those who assert that Scriptural norms include 
male hierarchy and gender differentiation.  While I acknowledge that the bible attests to this kind of role-
inequality, I believe that egalitarian texts are faithful to an earlier and more accurate understanding of the 
Christian message.  This issue will be further addressed in Chapter 6.   
22
 Notably, there are several counterpoints to my arguments about the Second Vatican Council.   A full 
discussion of these varied perspectives is beyond the scope of this project, but I will briefly mention them 
here.  First of all, there are many debates about the nature of Vatican II.  While I see the Council as faithful 
to the overall tradition of the Church (especially early Christian inclusiveness), I also believe that the 
Council marked an important break with certain practices of piety and role-definition.  Others see the 
Council as a moment of renewal within, yet not distinct from, earlier tradition.  Still others, who would 
most clearly disagree with my thesis, believe that Vatican II was an errant break with normative tradition 
for the sake of worldly accommodation.  For more information, see Joseph A. Komonchak, “Vatican II as 
an „Event‟,” in Vatican II: Did Anything Happen?, ed. John W. O'Malley, Joseph A. Komonchak, Stephen 
Schloesser, Neil J. Ormerod, and David Schultenover (New York:  Continuum, 2007), 24-51.  Secondly, 
Vatican II did not, in fact, end all role-distinctions regarding Eucharistic practice.  While the Council did 
encourage lay involvement in Eucharistic worship, and even welcomed married men to the deaconate, it did 
not provide for women‟s ordination.  Therefore, some feel that Vatican II failed to make sacramental 
practices truly inclusive.  Some, like Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, even feel that the ordination of women 
was an early Christian practice, and therefore, a practice that was sorely neglected in the renewal of Vatican 
II.   In striking contrast to this view, Pope John Paul II defended the priestly vocation of men alone, 
incorporating both Scriptural and Vatican II texts into his apostolic letter on ordination.  For further 
information, see Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her:  A Feminist Theological Reconstruction 
of Christian Origins (New York:  Crossroad, 1983); John Paul II, Ordinatio Sacerdotalis; and the Second 




illustrating and upholding these norms, this work also aims to garner support from the 
social sciences; it uses historiography and anthropology in constructive ways.  After 
entering into a thick description of historical Catholicism, this study hopes to discern 
where and why certain spiritualties failed to uphold the equal dignity and agency of 
Christians.  Historical method, then, helps this work to respond accurately to concrete 
moral situations.    
C.  Chapter Outline and Argument 
 As will be discussed in Chapter 2, the history of the U.S. twentieth century is a 
story of both roles and spheres.  Much pre-Vatican II theology
23
 saw the family‟s role as 
a unit of social stability, rightly patterned after divinely ordered Church and government.  
The family‟s inner workings—including gender roles, division of labor, and home-based 
prayer—were matters entrusted to fathers and mothers as the “heads” and “hearts” of 
their homes, respectively.  This “private” spirituality was expected to prepare families for 
their engagement with the sacraments and liturgy.  Living in largely ethnic enclaves, 
Catholics often looked to the Church for the public sanction of their private piety; the 
Church was a guarantor of immigrant identity in the face of American nativism.   
For most Americans (Catholics and non-Catholics alike), the public face of the 
pre-Vatican II Catholic Church was most clearly seen in its institutional components, and 
most notably the Mass.  In fact, though publicly displaying social commitment, even 
                                                 
23
 In both pre- and post-Vatican II discussions, I draw a distinction between the theology that emerged 
predominantly from the Catholic hierarchy and the lived Catholicism practiced by many Catholic families 
in these periods.  For example, I do not assume that pre-Vatican II Catholic families monolithically 
conformed to the social-stability ideals of the institutional Church.  NB: While “pre-Vatican II” can refer to 
1900 years of Christian history, in this work it refers specifically to the sixty-two years of the twentieth 




Catholic Action groups heavily relied upon the institutional and hierarchical church for 
their identity.  Like home-based prayer, the laity‟s engagement in public worship was 
expected to foster ecclesial (and gender) conformity.  While parish families gathered as 
community, a private and insular identity was reinforced by the silence and individual 
devotion that was expected at the Tridentine Mass.  Although these families believed that 
their worship possessed transformative dimensions, they may have understood its fruits to 
be non-palpable conversion or spiritual fortification.  In other words, much pre-Vatican II 
theology—especially that which was hierarchically imposed—possessed transformative 
dimensions, but these dimensions were often limited to (a) clearly defined family/gender 
roles, (b) personal/family worship, and (c) hope that such worship would further God‟s 
graces within the Mystical Body of Christ.   
Vatican-issued Eucharistic theology of this period was a clear reflection of the 
worship ideals expressed above; it stressed the Eucharist as part of public Catholicism, as 
something to-be-adored in the institutional church.  To receive the Eucharist was to 
receive the Victim of the Cross, and to receive graces for personal edification, mostly in 
the spheres of home and work.  Thus, Eucharistic grace was intended for the eradication 
of vice, the strengthening of faith, increased charity toward one‟s neighbor, and the 
salvation of one‟s soul.  While the Vatican acknowledged the laity as members of the 
Body of Christ, it did not develop this theme in light of the Eucharist, nor did it speak of 
structural transformation in and through Eucharistic worship.  Vatican theology placed 
families in the role of fortified and dignified worshippers who should receive Christ often 




devotional lives, personal and familial relationships, and public support for and deference 
to the Church and its clergy.  
Yet, on the ground, agency did not escape the theological annals of history, as 
will be noted in Chapter 3.  While often deferent to the institution and hierarchy of the 
Church, sodalities, rosary circles, and other devotional groups provided safe-spaces 
where lay—and especially female—agency could take root, in the coordination and 
leading of prayer, in organizing opportunities for social connection, and in having a sense 
of personal worth and belonging.  While sometimes reinforcing hierarchical and gendered 
roles, these groups also inspired a real sense of personal and social import.  Groups and 
group members could change the world for the better by offering prayers for conversion, 
by working to witness their faith to their unbelieving peers, and by offering their services 
for club breakfasts, group adoration, etc.    
Even more socially engaged was the theological message and spiritual work of 
several other movements and organizations, whose theologies would have a notable 
impact on the Second Vatican Council.  Among these was the Liturgical Movement, 
which inspired believers to assert their dignity as much-needed, active participants in the 
liturgy; this liturgy, an act of God‟s self-offering, was to be brought into the self-offering 
of prayer and service of “ordinary” Catholic home life and work life.   Also notable was 
the Catholic Worker, whose members—mostly lay—worked tirelessly to welcome the 
homeless, the hungry, and the stranger.  The Catholic Interracial Council (CIC), too, 
struggled to welcome the stranger amid a climate of deep social change and deep racial 




and reinforcement in the Social Gospel theologies developed in the early part of the 
twentieth century.    
In each of these ways, lay Catholics were empowered to live out the evangelical 
message of the Gospel and of the liturgy itself.  For these, Church was not a place so 
much as it was an identity—for personal prayer, for family life, and for engaging the 
wider world.  Of course, the theological and agential ideals espoused by the above 
movements and organizations were not always achieved, and they were even discouraged 
in some of the “official” theologies imparted to the laity.  Social-historical sources even 
confirm the hardships, prejudice, loneliness, and violence that attended to the day-to-day 
workings of Catholic lay life.  Yet even these imperfect snapshots of the past attest to the 
reality of lay agency, an agency that could be utilized for ill, but an agency which, cast in 
the light of liturgy and Gospel, could achieve impressive results.   
As will be the subject of Chapter 4, much had changed by the 1960‟s and 70‟s.  
With the dissipation of ethnic enclaves and the rise of the suburban mingling of Catholics 
and Protestants, Catholic laypersons no longer clung to traditional spiritual practices for 
their identity.  Growing activism—indebted to similar work in the earlier part of the 
century—challenged racism, war, and gender roles, bringing many formerly “private” 
issues into the public sphere.  Likewise, as a consequence of the Second Vatican Council, 
the Church grew in its self-understanding, articulating not only a liturgical and 
sacramental mission, but also a mission of justice-building as the Body of Christ in the 
world.  According to the Council, such justice concerned the building of loving homes 




In light of the Church‟s renewed mission, the family was more resolutely 
understood as a domestic church, as an agent of God‟s love, just relations, and religious 
education.  From this family unit, loving concern could extend beyond the family to the 
rest of the Church and to the world at large.  The family, and the Church it comprised, 
increasingly found identity and mission through the enactment of social transformation.  
The family was therefore considered an agential unit of the spiritual life, whose charge 
was to radiate the message of the Gospel and to work for justice in and through the 
structures of the world.  In light of the family‟s transformative mission as domestic 
church, family spiritual practices were to include yet extend beyond traditional private 
devotions to include a baptismal vocation of self-offering and Gospel witness; however, 
the precise form that family spirituality was to take was not yet clear.   
The Vatican‟s emerging Eucharistic theology echoed these transformative 
understandings.  The family was still to draw strength from the sacrificial Body and 
Blood of Christ, and it was to practice charity daily.  Yet there was also a stronger sense 
that the laity was necessary for the celebration of the Mass, and that the unity of all 
worshippers in the Mass was to prefigure God‟s intended unity for all people.  Moreover, 
there was a new sense that the reception of the Body of Christ was to build up society as 
well as individuals.  This understanding yielded important implications for the family.  
United to Christ in the Eucharist, the family was to recreate this unity in the persons and 
structures of the world.  Like overall family piety, Eucharistic worship was no longer 
limited to traditional devotions, yet its transformative post-Conciliar expression was also 




 Given these twentieth-century developments and ambiguities, this dissertation 
attempts to answer three questions:  (1) How did an abundance of private and hierarchal 
theologies of family and Eucharist move toward socially transformative theologies of 
family and Eucharist, (2) what kind of normative model can emerge from this trajectory, 
and (3) in light of the developing correlations between social ethics and the Eucharist, 
how might the Eucharist factor into the family‟s mission?  In answering these questions, 
this dissertation aims to dispel some of the spiritual ambiguities created in the wake of 
Vatican II, ambiguities that were perhaps inevitable in light of a century which had 
witnessed sweeping change.  Speaking out of the past, yet speaking to the present, this 
project offers a vision of the family as a transformative unit of the Eucharistic Body of 
Christ, endeavoring to make Christ ever more present in the world.  The work of justice is 
thus an extension of the liturgy.  
Building upon the documents of Vatican II, Chapter 5 will use John Paul II‟s 
Familiaris Consortio, Christifideles Laici, and Ecclesia de Eucharistia as central 
theological components; however, it does not accept such teaching uncritically.  It will 
draw upon contemporary theologies to propose a revised understanding of John Paul‟s 
thought.  Chapter 6 will further this critique using Scriptural and socio-historical 
resources to argue for the primacy of relationality and equality in Christian and 
sacramental life.  A revised understanding of John Paul is not locked into gender binaries 
and avoids the romanticization of familial and liturgical harmony.  To mitigate racial 
prejudice, sexism, and economic inequality is the charge of contemporary families as 




“private” home life, but rather, it is the social charge of Catholicism writ large.  
Grounded in Scripture and tradition, the Eucharistic mission of the Church is both 
institutional and social, lay and clerical.  Accordingly, the contemporary family can be 
seen as a Eucharistically centered domestic Church; it is no longer to be seen merely as 
an insular unit of social stability or lay deference.  Rather, the family‟s mission is found 
in Eucharistic adoration, reception, and social transformation.  Such a mission defies the 
dichotomies of traditional/progressive and devotional/active.  The baptismal vocation of 
self-offering comprises a Christian calling that is devotional and transformative, private 
and public, personal and communal.   In short, this dissertation claims that the mission of 
the family is found in becoming the Body of Christ in the world, just as its members have 
received the Body of Christ in the Eucharist.
24
   
II. This Work‟s Contribution 
As will be expounded upon in Chapter 7, this projects hopes to contribute to 
several avenues of scholarship.  Firstly, by grounding its claims in social-scientific study, 
it contributes to discussions of theological method.  In particular, this dissertation uses 
historical and archeological tools in order to facilitate an accurate moral response.  
Secondly, in fleshing out a vision of family and Eucharist, this project aims not only to 
connect morality and spirituality, but also to propose a model of family spirituality that 
coheres with a post-Vatican II morality, ecclesiology of justice, and preferential option 
for the poor.  Thirdly, this project furthers the exploration of the work of John Paul II.  
The late pontiff‟s thought has surely contributed to the sociological, theological, and 
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familial landscape of the contemporary Catholic Church.  Therefore, the veracity of John 
Paul‟s insights deserves further investigation.  Fourthly, recent scholarship has taken on 
the important task of addressing family ethics in a multicultural, globalized arena.  This 
dissertation aims to contribute to that discussion by proposing the historical, biblical, and 





















  Chapter 2 
“The pastor is Christ”:  A World without Agency… 
I. Introduction 
In 1944, Fr. Alphonse E. Westhoff lectured to a group of young American 
seminarians.  In his opening remarks, he expressed his hopes to his pupils, “As 
seminarians you are preparing yourselves for the work of parish priests.  I hope that the 
fruit of this day may be your better realization of the importance of the work which in 
God‟s good time you will undertake.”
25
  The seminarians had important work to do, 
indeed, for they were to assume parish leadership.  Fr. Westhoff went on to explain that, 
as the earthly head of his parish, the pastor “sanctifies his parish” as he “presents his 
parish to Christ and Christ to his parish” in the Mass.
26
  So sanctified, the parish found its 
true identity as the Church in microcosm.  All believers comprised the “Mystical Body of 
Christ,” and the parish was the “Mystical Body of Christ in miniature.”
27
  
The families that comprised the parish were also sanctified through their parish 
participation; by the graced action of the pastor, families also became the Mystical Body 
on “a still smaller scale.”
28
  Needed for such an important mediatory role, Fr. Westhoff 
wished to assert that, in his parish work, “The pastor is Christ.”
29
  As Christ for his 
parish, the pastor could bring parishioners the sacramental graces that would result in a 
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“hierarchy of order”—in parochial life, in family life, and in other temporal affairs.
 30
  
This order was often one of power relations, in which the laity, families, women, and 
children were expected to “abandon” their agency
31
 for the sake of their souls.
32
 
 In what follows, I will further elaborate upon the nature and consequences of this 
paternalistic model of the parish—for American communities, for the Eucharist, and for 
the Eucharist-inspired lives of faithful American families and family members.  Therein, 
families were understood to be a sub-section of the lay faithful, of the parish, and of the 
Mystical Body; understanding families‟ experiences, then, must include a study of the 
experiences of the laity in general.  While a more thorough study of familial and lay 
experiences will be reserved for the following chapter, this chapter will review some of 
the socio-economic and religious realities confronting Catholic families and their 
parishes.  After providing this historical overview of certain facets of the pre-Vatican II 
era, this chapter will look carefully at pedagogical materials from the period, attempting 
to understand their general prescriptions for lay life and Eucharistic participation, as well 
as their more specific prescriptions for the family.  This exploration will pay careful 
attention to semantics, as it aims to demonstrate that the pedagogical language of the pre-
Vatican II Catholic Church served to extol structures of patriarchal, religious, and 
specifically clerical authority.  These authority structures, of course, existed to the 
denigration of lay agency, but especially to the denigration of those family members who 
were most vulnerable to the abuse of power.  
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II. Behind the Rhetoric 
 Before looking closely at the pastoral pedagogy of the pre-Vatican II world, it will 
be helpful to examine briefly the state of the Catholic Church in first half of the twentieth 
century—looking closely at issues of economics, gender, race, and ethnicity.  On a 
demographic level, in the period before and during World War II, Catholics 
overwhelmingly settled in the cities, and were grouped mostly according to ethnicity.  In 
the 1920‟s, the various neighborhoods of Chicago, for instance, boasted a total of more 
than one million Catholics.
33
  Churches, church members, and their wallets helped to 
support ethnic countrymen and their procurement of real estate in ethnic neighborhoods.  
Indeed, ethnic parishes supported their own nationals, not those of other backgrounds.  
Mass was always in Latin, and the use of the vernacular for homiletic or catechetical 
purposes was often in an old-world tongue.  Bitter fighting even arose from efforts to 
eliminate ethnic Masses or parishes.
34
  In 1936, for example, fifty-five percent of 
Catholics worshipped in churches of their own ethnicity, and eighty percent of priests 
were assigned to parishes matching their ethnic background.
35
  At these parishes, Mass 
attendance was at or in excess of seventy percent.
36
  As such, a participatory and 
homogenous culture of worship demarcated the era.  Importantly, this ghettoization of the 
parish was mirrored in social interactions.  Irish and Italian longshoreman could treat one 
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another with “barely concealed scorn,” and pastors from ethnically divergent churches 
might not even greet one another on the street.
37
 
Unlike many Protestant and Jewish congregations, Catholic parishes were built 
for a specific territory, and were thus geographically fixed.  Within these fixed 
communities, it was deemed essential that Catholic life flourish through abundant parish-
based channels.  The emerging Catholic social teaching of the period insisted that human 
beings—as workers, family members, and worshippers—were created for social life.  
Also, in this period before and during the Second World War, Catholic culture possessed 
an air of stasis and totality.  Catholic associations encompassed nearly every facet of life, 
from law to medicine to education. Catholic dances, Catholic schooling, and Catholic 
rights of passage (from First Communion to altar boy service) demarcated what John 
McGreevy calls the “Catholic subculture.”
38
  As one priest explained, “The parish must 
make every effort to be become [sic] a real center of attraction in the lives of the 
parishioners…it must become the hub around which a large number of their interests 
revolve.”
39
   
As a hub of social life, it is no surprise that the Catholic parish should reflect the 
demographic and social trends of the period.  In ethnic neighborhoods and their parishes, 
the majority of fathers worked in assembly lines, custodial crews, mail carrying, etc.  The 
majority of mothers were housewives, house-cleaners, or office workers.
40
  In Boston, 
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eighty percent of Irish immigrants still worked with their hands as late as 1950.
41
  In a 
study of a Depression-era northeastern parish, almost half of its members, mostly 
manual-laborers, faced some measure of unemployment.
42
  With employment sometimes 
difficult to find, socio-economic change was unlikely, and the old neighborhood 
continued to be a source of stability and support.  As McGreevy explains, “…the virtual 
cessation of private-home construction during first the Depression and then the war 
inadvertently stabilized urban neighborhoods.”
43
  When available, the same jobs and the 
same real estate were the safest options in unstable times.  In keeping with these realities, 
few parishioners would go on to higher education.  In the 1930‟s northeastern parish 
mentioned above, only two of the parish‟s students entered collegiate life, in both cases 
attending a local Catholic college.
44
   
In these ethnic neighborhoods, so much of Catholicism was predicated upon 
devotional practices.  Such practices were often as distinctive as the ethnic communities 
they served, yet these devotions also exhibited notable trends.  Ascetic practices, 
novenas, rosaries, processions, Mass attendance, sodalities—these were the stuff of 
Catholic prayer.
45
     
These staunchly ethnic parish-neighborhoods were also needed refuges of identity 
and solidarity.  Immigrant life was often one of day-to-day survival in a country far from 
one‟s first home.  Also, the United States had long been hostile toward Catholic culture, 
and was highly resistant to the influence of Catholicism in its “non-sectarian,” yet rather 
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  In matters of labor, American Catholics supplied 
formidable numbers of workers, and thus, the Church needed to combat unjust wages, 
unhealthy working conditions, and unemployment.
47
  In political matters, too, the U.S. 
was reticent to allow Catholicism, or its politicians, into civic life.  This reality was 
painfully confirmed by the deeply thwarted presidential bid of Al Smith.  A Catholic, 
Smith was the 1928 presidential candidate of the Democratic Party—the first of his kind, 
and, for a while, the last.
48
   
Yet, during and in-between the World Wars, subtle demographic changes 
occurred.  On the war front, Catholics were united, in action and in ideology, with 
Americans of divergent ethnic, racial, and religious backgrounds.  This commonality of 
purpose may have helped to ease the religio-ethnic tensions between Americans.  With 
the need for women to seek employment during the World Wars and in the Great 
Depression, they gained a new sense of agency and ambition.  Of course, even by the end 
of World War II, the majority of women did not work.  Nevertheless, a significant 
minority of women worked in occupations—clerical, educational, etc.—that employed 
female laborers at a steady rate throughout these years.  Some women even found 
opportunities to break into spheres previously unavailable to them.  For example, labor 
shortages allowed almost two million women to work in defense plants, and, after the 
war, the growing need for service industries brought new opportunities for women to 
enter middle management.  While many of these female employees would return to 
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domestic life in a short number of years, these experiences of the workforce surely stayed 
with them.
49
  These women had received new vocational agency and were interacting in 
an ever-larger social world.
50
  These new roles not only flew in the face of traditional 
American norms, but they also defied the more entrenched forms of “old world” Catholic 
family life and of the ethnic parish enclaves.   
Coupled with these demographic alterations was a new sense of lay participation 
in the life of the Church.  In this era, Catholic groups, such as the Knights of Columbus 
and Adoration guilds, were lay-driven entities that gathered outside of the liturgy itself.
51
  
Furthermore, this era was to be one of Catholic Action, which, in 1931, Pope Pius XI 
described as the “participation of the laity in the apostolate of the hierarchy.”
52
  
Influenced by the protestant Social Gospel, Catholic Action was focused upon the 
welfare of the whole community.  Of note, Catholic Action groups were indebted to the 
communal and organization models of Catholic devotional life (e.g. the Knights); yet, 
whereas the devotional group was often focused on the welfare of its individual members, 
the Catholic Action group ideally pursued the social and systemic sources of sin and 
injustice.
53
     
After World War II, many of these agential changes—of labor, of gender, and of 
worship—came to fuller fruition.  The G.I. Bill brought wide-sweeping change to the 
educational and socio-economic status of Catholics.  As John McGreevy notes, “College 
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enrollments across the country skyrocketed after the war, but the percentage of Catholics 
advancing beyond high school increased faster than the national average.  In Catholic 
colleges alone, 92,000 students registered in 1944-45, and 220,000 three years later.”
54
  
Within ten years of the G. I Bill‟s passing, more than eight million veterans had taken 
advantage of government-funded education, raising the number of college graduates by 
150%.
55
  Thus, post-war educational opportunities enabled Catholics to amplify the 
benisons of a thriving economy; as David Kennedy explains, “Within less than a 
generation of the war‟s end, the middle class…more than doubled.”
56
  This era was one 
of imbibing American successes and cultural uniformity.  Now several generations 
removed from immigration, many American Catholics found assimilation to be more 
important than ethnic communal reliance.  In this period, the character of the parishes 
themselves changed.  Old-world pastors retired, non-English preaching and teaching 
ceased, and many growlingly comfortable Catholics found themselves moving into 
ethnically diverse neighborhoods in the suburbs.
57
  In this period of rising 
communications, print, radio, and television testified to the post-war cultural 
amalgamation.  Fulton Sheen was on radio and television, Bing Crosby was on the silver 
screen, and John F. Kennedy was on the political stage.
58
  Surely, this was a different 
time than the days of Al Smith.     
Even for those European American Catholics who found themselves unaffected 
by the suburban flight, a new kind of integration transpired.  The economic ascendancy of 
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the period caused cities like Chicago to draw up plans for urban “revitalization.”  These 
plans involved the razing and rebuilding of many of the less well-off neighborhoods, such 
that successful white tenants could occupy the new prime real estate.  In the name of 
“development,” many African Americans were uprooted from their former communities, 
and they were sometimes relocated to historically European American, and historically 
Catholic, neighborhoods.
59
  Notably, it was industrialization, and the need for workers 
brought on during the First World War, that initiated the process of African American 
immigration into the cities.
60
  Likewise, it was economic gain that was spurring on the 
demographic changes during and after the Second World War.  Indeed, economics were 
fostering the (reluctant) commingling of racial groups, on the work floor and in the 
neighborhood.
61
  Similarly, Puerto Rican and Mexican immigrants were finding that the 
expanding suburbs left vacancies for them to inhabit many of these same Catholic 
neighborhoods.  Thus, for both the new suburbanite Catholics and for Catholics who 




As new members of an old world, these new, non-white residents found that 
parish neighborhoods met them with both welcome and resistance.  In their new parish 
neighborhoods, non-white residents often found—perhaps surprisingly—that the Catholic 
Church was ready to welcome them and to welcome converts.  Yet there was deep 
division over the integration of the churches themselves.  Officially, the Catholic Church 
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was generally in favor of parish integration.  Chicago‟s Cardinal Stritch, for example, 
viewed national parishes as “passing phenomena.”
63
  Yet, on the parish level, both 
pastors and parishioners would sometimes oppose the integration of their parishes, 
especially regarding African Americans.  Some Catholics, benevolently or not, argued 
that having separate parishes for each racial group was a way of fostering cultural 
solidarity, as it was for the ethnic parishes.  Conversely, as the suburbs attested, parish 
integration was not an issue when the intermingling parishioners were all white.
64
   
Further changing the Catholic social landscape, the period during and after World 
War II posed another threat to traditional gender norms.  Seen above, women entered the 
workforce and war movements, learned valuable skills, gained confidence, and nurtured 
ambition.  Upon the war‟s end, economic prosperity soon allowed couples to further 
enjoy upward mobility and social acceptance, and to imbibe the luxuries of American 
culture.  Again, in no small part, the G.I Bill brought on this economic boon in and 
through the doubling of the middle class.  In this ascendant culture, sexuality was also 
touted as healthy and vital, and the marital relationship was seen as a viable end in itself, 
even apart from children.  Having too many children was even seen as unhealthy.
65
  
These notions were supported, if not fostered, by an increase in contraceptive 
technology.
66
  Each of these socio-economic and attitudinal changes threatened the 
traditional Catholic emphasis on the procreative “end” of marriage and on the proper 
order of the Catholic family.  These traditional values were well-captured in Pius XI‟s 
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1930 encyclical, Casti Connubii, wherein man was the “head” and woman was the 
“heart” of the marriage.
67
  
Indeed, the changing gender roles of the post-war period betrayed a growing 
sense of lay volition.  Catholics were not only willing to re-order their work and family 
expectations, but they were also willing to relocate their lives and social worlds.  
Moreover, lay Catholics were making sexual and vocational choices that distanced 
them—literally and figuratively—from their Catholic and ethnic background.   
Yet lay volition was not merely iconoclastic; as Catholic Action evidences, 
Catholics were also choosing to work for the Church in a new way.  Catholic Action 
groups continued to encourage laypersons to consider the needs of their community and 
to address the poor and the needy in their midst.  Also, as seen above, laypersons and 
families as a whole saw themselves as impacting the life of the parish through devotional 
practices.  Eucharistic and other devotions gave Catholics an important mission in the 
midst of mainstream American culture.   
Lastly, it must be said that there was another way in which lay agency and the 
institutional Church were aligned—racial discrimination.  As seen above, local pastors 
and parishioners often opposed the integration of their churches.  Sometimes, this 
opposition took on a violent and cruel nature.  In 1950‟s Chicago, three African 
American women tried to attend Sunday Mass at St. Kevin‟s Parish; for their piety, they 
were rewarded with homemade explosives, angry crowds, and verbal insults.
68
  Likewise, 
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a pastor of a white parish in Detroit refused absolution to an African American penitent; 
that man, the pastor insisted, should go to confession at the African American parish.
69
   
Indeed, the pre-Vatican II era was one in which agency abounded, in and through 
the liturgical lives of the faithful; such will be the focus of the next chapter.  Agential 
realities aside, though, a notable amount of the print culture and pedagogical sources of 
the era shows a very different world, one in which role performance seemingly trumps 
lay volition.  Such a world will be the focus of the chapter at hand.   
Aware of a growing sense of lay agency, and facing wide-sweeping demographic, 
cultural, and religious changes, American Catholic clergy and other Catholic leaders had 
reason to be concerned with issues of identity and order.  Furthermore, American 
Catholic leaders were aware that Catholic identity and order were unsettled and unsettling 
issues on the international stage.  In Italy, France, and Spain, Catholicism faced great 
popular and governmental opposition.  Intellectually, the Church was embattled by post-
Enlightenment and socialist critics.
70
  Statistically, Mass attendance was as low as twenty 
percent, and the Catholic population was declining due to the widespread practice of birth 
control.  In Spain, once-faithful populations were even burning churches and murdering 
priests.  European governments were taking away the salaries, privileges, real estate, and 
educational infrastructure of the Church and its hierarchy.  Mussolini even tried to 
nationalize Catholic Action as a state-run party.
71
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Reacting to domestic and foreign, internal and external challenges to institutional 
Catholicism, some U.S. clergy members set about the task of buttressing the power and 
image of the Church.  Rallying to the support of a sometimes enervated, sometimes 
commanding Holy See, American clerics became known for their staunch financial and 
intellectual support of the papacy.  In American labor issues, the hierarchy followed the 
encyclicals of Pope Leo XIII and Pius XI.  In educational and theological ideas, the 
hierarchy sided with the Roman emphasis on Neo-Thomism.  Moreover, partly thanks to 
mass communications, clergy encouraged their parishioners to look to the Pope as their 
own source of unity and identity.
72
  As a consequence of this U.S.-Vatican alliance, 
American bishops were “extraordinarily deferential” to the pope, and American parishes 
even had a reputation for their large financial support of the Vatican.
73
  Strongly 
deferential to the pope yet strongly ascendant in public life, the American hierarchy 
boasted such members as Boston‟s Cardinal O‟Connell, Chicago‟s Cardinal Mundelein, 
and New York‟s Cardinal Spellman.
74
  All of these hierarchs functioned as civic 
dignitaries as well as local prelates; they were recipients of municipal honors, held 
special seating at public dinners, and were even photographed with U.S. presidents.  
Despite societal opposition, then, the Church‟s public face was seen to exhibit a measure 
of public influence.   
In its infrastructure, as well as in its image, notable elements within the American 
Church tried to bolster its resources and influence.  In the face of the opposition of wider 
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American culture, some leaders wanted the Church to become a culture within a culture 
and a state within a state within a state.  Again, as one priest explained, “The parish must 
make every effort to be become [sic] a real center of attraction in the lives of the 
parishioners…it must become the hub around which a large number of their interests 
revolve.”
75
  Catholic parishes aimed to provide outlets for education, medical care, 
marriage and family resources, and labor (including retirement) support.
76
  Thus, 
combating American civic and cultural mores, some American clergy and religious 
orders tried to create the schools, relationships, and support systems that would help to 
foster a more Catholic worldview among the faithful.   
In an uncertain world, then, it follows that some Catholic leaders wished to create 
a microcosm of certainty.  They guaranteed such certainty, in part, through canonized 
catechisms, clear principles of instruction, and rigid devotional prescriptions.  Of course, 
education, piety, fellowship, and service were media through which Catholics discovered 
their agency on a parish and community level; however, these same media were 
structured in such a way as to inculcate, and sometimes fetter, at the same time as they 
empowered.   The pre-Vatican II period, then, was one in which models of palpable 
social transformation were counterposed by models of male-led and inward-turning 
devotions.  For example, on account of Thursday night‟s meeting of the Christian Family 
Movement, a family might prayerfully attempt to understand and mitigate prejudice 
within their community.  On Friday, that same family might engage in devotions to the 
Sacred Heart of Jesus, whereby the father—or a priest—led the family in a rite predicated 
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upon submission, stillness, and the correct performance of long-standing gestures of 
piety.    
Parochial leaders also insisted that adherence to these well-ordered teachings and 
practices was necessary for the proper reception of the sacraments.  Central to this life of 
pupilage, prayer, and penance was the Eucharist, which was the “source of grace, our 
way, our truth and our life.”
77
  Deeply attentive to the sacramental life and the teachings 
of the Vatican, American clergy were careful to disseminate the Eucharistic teachings of 
their popes.
78
  The American faithful were thus invited to draw closer to the sacrificial 
love of Christ through frequent reception of the Eucharist and Eucharistic adoration.  
Beginning with Pius X, the popes of the pre-Conciliar twentieth century stressed the 
importance of “meditation on the sufferings and death of our Divine Redeemer” as well 
as the vice-conquering graces of receiving the Body and Blood of Christ.
79
  American 
families also heard Pius XII‟s invitation to sit before, and to prepare to receive, the 
“Divine Redeemer…ever immolating Himself” on the altar.
80
   
As told by Fr. Westhoff, this pontifically-desired Eucharistic community can only 
proceed from the leadership of the priest over his rightly-ordered flock.  For Westhoff 
and like-minded Catholic leaders, the indoctrination of authority structures seemed 
essential to the construction of a well-functioning parish.  Catholic leaders were 
successful enough at this endeavor to make one Protestant minister lament that, unlike the 
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amorphous knowledge-base of Protestant children, Catholic children possessed “the 
clearcut, definite, and positive teachings of the Baltimore Catechism.”
81
  Thus, some 
Catholic pedagogues were on a mission to indoctrinate the laity, such that the faithful 
knew that “obedience” demarcated Catholic life.
82
  In the liturgy and in quotidian labors, 
faithful Catholics understood the “hierarchy of order”—and their place within it.   
 Seen above, part of the Catholic infrastructure of the early and mid-twentieth 
century was focused upon the right-ordering of families and of society at large.  Given 
that the American clergy were known to have a “deferential relationship” to the Vatican, 
it is important to note the vision of family that emerged from pre-Vatican II papal social 
teaching.  As a papal idea, the pre-Vatican II Catholic family was formed in the hearths 
of Neo-Thomism and anti-modernism.  It was understood as a quiet, insular unit in need 
of being “well-regulated”
83
 by the state, the Church, and the paterfamilias.  Such is the 
attitude of Leo XIII‟s Rerum Novarum:  While all persons contribute to the common 
good, it is those in recognized positions of authority who are most able to contribute to 
the welfare of all.  Legislators and fathers have a significant role in securing social 
harmony on a macro and micro level, while less empowered persons (common laborers, 
mothers, children, etc.) benefit the common good “less directly.”
84
  Similarly, Pius XI‟s 
Quadragesimo Anno insists that peaceful unity among the Body of Christ is attained 
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through “maintenance of a certain and definite order.”
85
  Such proper order is the result of 
right legislation, governmental and industry compacts, and the balance of family and 
governmental authority.
86
  In all, the influential social teaching of pre-Vatican II 
encyclicals exhibits a concern for the common good, but with a paternalistic tone.  Such 
paternalism runs the risk of curbing familial agency in society at large.  It is this low-
agency model of family, and of laity in general, that was likely to have permeated the 
pedagogy of American clerics and other religious leaders. 
This low-agency model of family was given further credence on account of the 
perceived American threat to traditional gender roles and authority structures.  Given the 
societal changes surrounding the Depression, the World Wars, and technological 
advances, American Catholic leaders felt a special concern to address the growing 
number of non-traditional families in their midst.  A quintessential expression of this 
concern came from Boston‟s William Cardinal O‟Connell:  
…all about us disastrous results are revealed.  Wives are finding domestic duties 
 irksome.  Daughters resent parental control; and their extravagance in dress and  
their craving for pleasure and excitement outside the home, are stifling the  
domestic virtues—meekness, gentleness, and love.
87
   
 
Thus, at least some Catholic leaders longed for a return to a “better” time of purported 
familial order, one with adoring children, devoted mothers, and breadwinning fathers.  
Such American Catholic religious leaders embraced what Robert Orsi calls the “Catholic 
                                                 
85
 Quadragesimo Anno, in “Pius XI, Encyclicals” (Vatican City.  Accessed 13 September 2011.  Available 
from http://www.vatican.va), s. 45.   
86
 QA ss. 28;88-90. 
87






  American Catholic pedagogues, then, possessed a double nostalgia:  
a desire for a traditional family that represented the best of their ethnic and American 
heritages.    
By extension, the “Catholic family romance” might also be called the “Catholic 
parish romance.”  The desire to assert the parochial, spiritual, and liturgical authority of 
the priest might well have emanated from a desire for order and identity amid a sea of 
societal challenges.  Hence, the fear of alienation, chaos, and loss of influence, which 
drove the “family romance,” can just as well be said to have driven the “parish romance.”   
The following exposition of pre-Vatican II Catholic pedagogy may be understood 
in light of the hopes, fears, and desires discussed above.  Catholic leaders were now 
addressing and shepherding a Catholic flock that was increasingly assimilated to 
American values of autonomy, civic participation, and material success.  Yet this same 
Catholic population was experiencing its agency in a diversity of ways as it grappled with 
questions of family, gender, economics, race, and religious identity.  Indeed, confronting 
great change nearly always evokes strong counter-reactions, and thus, one potential 
interpretation of this pedagogical rhetoric involves an aforementioned historiography of 
changing mores.  In the wake of changing social and political orders, American Catholic 
religious leaders—aligned with the papacy—may have found a sense of surety in 
promotion of traditional Catholic piety.  Such piety was demarcated, of course, by lay 
deference.  
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Yet there is no way to know if such pedagogy emerged on account of culture-war 
or fear, if it reflected dominant opinions among Catholic leaders, or if such teaching was 
ever heeded.  In fact, such pedagogy might have been, in part or in toto, the mere 
perpetuation of a clerically-centered model of Catholic life, left over from the needs and 
experiences of an earlier, immigrant-centered America.  Again, as McGreevy explains, 
this period of American Catholic history witnessed significant change on a popular level, 
but this change sometimes stood in contrast with the lagging institutions of the Church.  
As seen above, during the Depression and the Second World War, subtle demographic 
changes were masked by the perduring presence of Catholic societies, insurance 
agencies, schools, hospitals, and the like.
89
  Similarly, after the Second World War, urban 
parishes often “lagged far behind” the great changes that suburban Catholics and their 
parishes were experiencing.
90
  If, then, Catholic institutions possessed a history of being 
behind the times, it stands to reason that Catholic teaching might also have been an 
anachronism in a time of lay change and lay agency.  Therefore, it is plausible that the 
pedagogy of deference was a deliberate attempt at lay-inculcation; however, it is also 
plausible that such pedagogy was a non-deliberate promulgation of an historically 
received set of norms.  In fact, all of the above explanations likely factored, in some way, 
into the making of Catholic pedagogical rhetoric before Vatican II.    
Despite many uncertainties, some important claims can still be made about this 
rhetoric.  Heeded or not heeded, intended or not intended, pre-Vatican II pedagogy left an 
ubiquitous mark on American Catholic history.  Furthermore, regardless of its exact 
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motives, one can be certain that the this rhetoric was highly concerned to promote ideals 
of hierarchy and obedience—so much so that, considered alone, it could leave posterity 
to wonder if agency existed at all for the faithful of the pre-Vatican II twentieth century.   
In short, catechetical and devotional literature, widely available to Mass-goers, 
school children, and religious educators, provided one excellent means by which to lobby 
for an authoritative Catholic ethos.  Likewise, Catholic leaders found pedagogical outlets 
in Catholic study groups, devotional societies, and Sunday pulpits.  Still further, Catholic 
ritual, especially the liturgy, provided Catholic leaders with essential venues for teaching 
about the rightly-ordered life.  All of these instructional means served a hierarchical push 
toward religious and domestic “obedience,” and, perhaps, a Catholic counter-cultural 
campaign against the modern tenets of freedom and sensuality.
91
   
III. Inside the Rhetoric 
A. The Centrality of a Sacrament 
Having briefly examined the period that gave birth to this rhetoric, this chapter 
will now examine the rhetoric itself, especially regarding the Eucharist, the lay faithful, 
and the family.  The devotional literature of this period viewed the Eucharist as the most 
important sacrament, laden with grace by which all of life was infused with divine 
blessings.  As Fr. Bernard Weigl, O.S.B., noted, “The Holy Eucharist is the heart and 
center of Christian worship.”
92
  As a sacrament, the Eucharist was “instituted by Christ” 
to be an “outward sign,” which signified “a definite inward grace.”
93
  As such, “The 
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celebration of the holy Eucharist is a visible sacrifice which we offer through Christ, and 
also a sacred meal which Christ prepares for us.”
94
  This graced encounter was the 
historical re-enactment of Jesus‟s death on the cross.  Indeed, “the miracle of the Mass is 
Christ extending his action of Calvary.”
95
  His death had salvific implications, this 
literature argues, because Jesus offered his own life for the sins of the world:  “The 
sanctification of an individual must begin with Calvary, and Calvary is represented in 
daily Mass.”
96
  Satisfied with the Holy Victim, the Father “cancels at least some of the 
debt of temporal punishment due to forgiven sin.”
97
  Each Eucharist, then, was a trans-
temporal remittance of temporal guilt.   
The Mass was viewed as a literal break with the temporality of the mundane 
Catholic world.  It was “a sacrifice commemorating and renewing for all time the 
sacrifice of the cross.”
98
  The physical matter of this sacrifice was the Body and Blood of 
Jesus Christ.  The consecration of the bread and wine, then, represented “in an unbloody 
manner the bloody death of Christ who was sacrificed on the Cross.”
99
  Indeed, not only 
did the Son of God offer himself for the forgiveness of sin, but he also offered himself to 
the faithful in order to unite with them, to foster holiness and good works, and to 
strengthen the faithful against further venial and mortal sin.  One book, entitled, Pray the 
Mass with the Priest, summed up the effects of the Eucharist as “freedom from 
                                                 
94
 A Catholic Catechism  196.   
95
 Louis J. Putz, C.S.C., Theology of the Lay Apostolate (Notre Dame:  University of Notre Dame Press, 
1958), 50. 
96
 Donald F. Miller, C.SS.R., Program for A Practical Catholic Life (Liguori, MO:  Liguorian Pamphlets, 
1960), 8. 
97
 Michael D. Forrest, M.S.C., Eucharistic Chats (New York:  The Sentinel Press, 1951), 61. 
98
 Confraternity of Christian Doctrine 280. 
99






  Another catechism described its effects in more detail:  “first, a 
closer union with Our Lord and a more fervent love of God and of our neighbor; second, 
an increase of sanctifying grace; third, preservation from mortal sin and the remission of 
venial sin; fourth, the lessening of our inclinations to sin and the help to practice good 
works.”
101
  Thus, the Eucharist was a helpmeet both negatively (preservation from sin) 
and positively (fostering union, strength, and holiness).  Through the Eucharist, the 
faithful came into contact with the very “source of grace.”
102
 
Christ‟s chief work of sanctifying the Christian people was brought to successive 
generations of Catholics through the “great gift of the Holy Eucharist.”
103
  Catholic 
priests carried on this gift “throughout the ages.”
104
  Moreover, as Catholics were taught, 
Christ gave the priesthood sole possession of the “power” of consecrating the 
Eucharist.
105
  So important was the priesthood, in fact, that it was created at the Last 
Supper itself.  The priesthood, then, was a graced state of life by which “the source of 
grace” was continually incarnated on earth.  Theirs was a tremendously important role of 
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B. Disposing the Faithful 
The faithful were expected to receive the Eucharist with reverence, gratitude, 
submission, and humility, for it was an essential means of spiritual nourishment.  One 
catechism from the Confraternity of Christian Doctrine explained that “Just as we have to 
take food every day to keep our bodies strong and healthy, so we should receive Holy 
Communion often to help us grow in the grace and love of God.”
107
  The Eucharist did 
for the soul what regular food did for the body.  It was God‟s nurturing way of fulfilling 
his plan for holiness and salvation.  So nourished, the faithful were to thank God through 
a disposition of awe; having received the gifts of God in the Eucharist, the faithful were 
expected set aside time to sit or kneel humbly in God‟s presence.  As a catechism for 
converts explains, “After Holy Communion we should spend at least a quarter of an hour 
in adoration, petition and thanksgiving.”
108
   
Why were awe and humility appropriate dispositions for Mass-goers?  Perhaps it 
was because the sacrificially-obtained grace of Cavalry, recreated in the Eucharist, was 
not a matter of human doing.  According to one source, “The piety and devotion of priest 
and people, although most accordant with the august Sacrifice, are not what constitute the 
Mass nor what make it acceptable to the Divine Majesty.”
109
  Rather, the sacrifice of the 
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Mass was the action of Christ and of the Father only.  The liturgy was an “offering of 
Jesus Christ, a victim of infinite worth, to the Divine Majesty.”
110
   
As stated above, the Mass was, indeed, a gift of God.  Nevertheless, the pedagogy 
of the pre-Vatican II era brought an element of human volition into the sacrificial 
equation.  Human beings were expected to prepare themselves for receipt of the Eucharist 
through their appearance, penance, disposition, and fasting.  So much preparation was 
required, in fact, that many Mass-goers often elected not to receive Communion on 
account of their insufficient preparation.
111
  In their appearance, Catholic faithful were 
expected to be “neat, clean, and modest in [their] appearance,” displaying their best for 
the holiest of sacrifices.
112
  Both clothes and nails must conform to tenets of “respect” 
and “tidiness.”
113
  In a sacrifice that was, in practice, mostly priest-driven, the respectful 
appearance of the laity was one of the limited ways in which the faithful might 
themselves “unite with the priest in offering the Holy Sacrifice.”
114
  It is important to note 
that order was a key value of the Eucharist.  Indeed, the Eucharist commemorated and 
recreated Calvary, by which the world was brought into God‟s “hierarchy of order.”
115
  In 
their meek participation in this rightly-ordering event, the faithful were expected to 
embrace its order as their own.  To dress in a “tidy” fashion was one way of externally 
reflecting the orderly values of the sacrifice at hand.
116
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The laity could also anticipate and participate in the ordering-power of the Mass 
by ordering their souls.  The faithful were expected to go to confession in order that their 
sins, especially mortal sins, might be forgiven.  So forgiven, Catholics would attain a 
“state of grace”
 
such that they could receive the “clean oblation” of Eucharist with a clean 
heart.
117
  “Cleanliness,” then, was to be reflected in both the temporal and spiritual 
wardrobe of the faithful.  To prepare for the Eucharist, they were expected to order their 
clothes as well as their souls.   
It would seem that the Eucharist‟s work of rightly ordering creation was 
continued and anticipated each week/month/year, as Catholics rightly disposed 
themselves for the receipt of the Eucharist.  It could be said that the graces of the 
Eucharist were anticipated through the faithful‟s self-ordering preparation.  Yet, as 
catechisms taught, the faithful received strength for future spiritual preparation through 
their Eucharistic participation.  Thus, the graces of the Eucharist were both enacted and 
anticipated as the faithful respectfully ordered their temporal and spiritual affairs each 
week.  It is noteworthy that there is a real symmetry between the actions of the Eucharist 
and the (anticipatory/participatory) actions of the faithful.  The Eucharist, remaking 
Calvary, brought the order of the eternal realm to the temporal realm; likewise, the 
faithful prepared for the Eucharist by ordering their immortal souls and temporal affairs.   
Because of the temporal-eternal link, actions such as dressing oneself could have 
eternal significance.  To dress poorly for the Eucharist was a sign of spiritual laxness, if 
not contempt, and was surely sinful.  As one instructional text warned, “…take care to be 
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always duly prepared, for otherwise, instead of receiving these happy fruits of 
Communion, you would bring judgment upon yourselves, by becoming „guilty of the 
body and blood of the Lord.‟”
118
 Conversely, to be in a state of grace was likely to help 
one to dress oneself in a dignified fashion and to comport oneself with meek anticipation.   
The Eucharistic fast was another important means of preparing for the Eucharist, 
and one that united spiritual sacrifice with temporal action.  Until 1953, Catholics were 
expected to eat or drink nothing from midnight until the receipt of the Eucharist later that 
day.  According to moral theologian, Gerald Kelly, S.J., such an act was one of “self-
denial,” which allowed the “nourishment” of the Eucharist to be the first food of the 
day.
119
  Seen above, this temporal and spiritual immolation of the faithful was understood 
to be in honor of Christ, who was “ever immolating Himself” on the altar.
120
  To uphold 
the fast, and to resist sinful impulses before and after Communion, was a sign of (1) one‟s 
spiritual and temporal commitment to “enter into” the “mind” and “spirit” of Christ and 
(2) the graced strength gained “from frequent banquets with the Eucharistic King.” 
121
  
As seen previously, these frequent Eucharistic banquets were encouraged by the pope 
himself. 
C. Disposing Families, Posturing Children 
In light of the above, it follows that the state of one‟s body and soul—and the 
bodies and souls of one‟s family—was the purview of lay participation in the Eucharist.  
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In fact, parents were sternly warned to ensure that their children learned about the 
Eucharist, made their First Communion, and approached the altar rail many times 
thereafter.  Parents, especially mothers, were to begin the Eucharistic education of their 
children in the home, fostering “habits of reverence for God and holy things, of 
obedience, self-restraint, truthfulness, [and] consideration for others.”
122
  As for the First 
Communion itself, parents were to enroll their children in parish preparation programs at 
the appropriate age, for they were assured that it was “one of the most important events in 
the religious life of [their] child.”
123
  Once children had properly been introduced to the 
sacrament, families were even encouraged to schedule times that they might receive 
Communion together.
124
   
Of course, this duty to bring children to Communion also required parents to 
ensure that their children went to Confession and adhered to the Eucharistic fast.  In so 
doing, parents were expected to be for their children “an example of respect for God‟s 
house….”
125
  If a child‟s Eucharistic preparation was insufficient, or absent, the child 
would suffer from an ill-formed spiritual life, and was likely to move away from the 
faith.
126
  Priests and religious were clear to tell parents that the unnecessary delay of a 
child‟s First Communion would result in the loss of needed graces and a frustration of 
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  Such neglectful parents, one priest admonished, would have a 
“fearful account to make to God.”
128
   
Thus, poor Eucharistic preparation signified the spiritual failure of both the child 
and the parents.  For example, once when a child appeared at the altar rail to receive 
Sunday Communion, a priest noticed that the boy had bits of egg on his face.  The priest 
asked the child if he had eaten breakfast that morning, and the child replied in the 
affirmative.  The priest promptly told the child to return to his seat without receiving the 
Eucharist.  After Communion, the priest spoke to the parents from the pulpit, saying 
“Please teach your children that they mustn‟t break their fast before going to 
Communion!”
129
  Such scenes created a clear priest-people power dynamic, and they also 
served to curtail undesired practices among all parishioners.  As one pastor noted, “It 
pays to yell.”
130
  The message was clear:  For all families, spiritual order and Eucharistic 
duties must obtain; otherwise, public disgrace was likely to follow.  Interestingly, the 
very need to publicly scold fasting violations was a sign of the limits of clerical authority.  
Priests could only “catch” fast-breaking in the act, and they needed to publicly urge 
parents to perpetuate and regulate the spiritual order in their own homes. 
 It is curious that the previously recounted episode hinged upon (a) what the 
Eucharist-denying pastor “saw” on the boy (egg bits) and (b) the pastor‟s attempt to scold 
the parents in the “eyes” of the other parishioners.  Furthermore, the “failure” that the 
pastor “saw” was both a physical lapse in the child‟s Eucharistic readiness as well as a 
                                                 
127
 “The Liturgy and Social Reconstruction, 1935,” 151.   
128
 Corrigan 7. 
129
 Quoted in McGuinness 213. 
130




spiritual lapse in the child‟s inner preparation (the same would be true for the physical 
and spiritual preparation of the boy‟s parents).  From this example, then, it would seem 
that pre-Vatican II Catholic pedagogy was particularly concerned to teach parishioners 
about how their actions would appear in the eyes of others.   
As Robert Orsi argues, Catholics of this period were to understand themselves as 
always being watched: “Children and adults watched one another very closely in Catholic 
culture, perhaps inevitably so given their daily involvement with each other by temporal 
and spiritual spectators.”
131
  Altar boys occupied one of the most visible roles of all, and 
thus, a study of altar-boy pedagogy can facilitate a clearer understanding of this culture of 
“watching.”  In 1952, Fr. David Rosage told his altar servers, “The eyes of the world are 
on you at all times…Your manner of walking to the altar, your conduct during Mass, the 
way you guard your eyes, and the many actions you perform while serving Mass will 
teach the people a valuable lesson on the sacredness of the most important action in their 
whole lives—the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.”
132
 Here, sacrifice imagery, Eucharistic 
preparation, and public perception all coalesce in the person of the altar boy.  Children 
were the “materialization” of good Catholic participation in the Mass.  They made “the 
invisible visible by constituting it as an experience in a body.”
133
  Altar boys led 
responses in Latin, knelt and stood at the appropriate times, and assisted the priest with 
the completion of the Holiest of Sacrifices.
134
  The altar boy, in many ways, even dressed 
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and acted like his sacerdotal superior, which no other Mass-participant could do; this 
reality was frequently noted in clerical magazines.
135
   
Given the above, it would seem that the altar boy held a special status because of 
his liturgical proximity to the priest.  At the Holy Sacrifice, the priest served in the most 
privileged leadership capacity, and was in the position of bodily and spiritual exemplar.  
As seen above, it was expected that “The faithful will follow the devotion of the priest.”  
Altar boys likely received public opprobrium, too, on account of their close alignment 
with the priestly demeanor.  It would seem that altar boys lived in the shadow of the 
priest, while parishioners lived in the shadow of the altar boy.  Again, as Orsi argues, 
altar boys were the site of the materialization (or corporalization) of lay sanctity.  Altar 
boys were to comport their dress and their bodies so as to be an outward example of inner 
holiness.
136
  In this respect, altar boys were temporally watched by the laypersons who 
looked to their example and by the religious leaders who taught them.
137
   
Internally, altar boys were expected to comport themselves as they were 
physically postured, with humility, obedience, and grateful anticipation.  One story‟s hero 
is an exemplary altar boy who “thanked God again and again in his heart for the 
honor.”
138
   These invisible dispositions were spiritually watched in invisible ways by the 
angels and saints.  In fact, as Orsi notes, drawing upon a 1937 story in the Junior 
Catholic Messenger, “Angels did not only see what children were doing and hear their 
                                                 
135
 Orsi, Between Heaven and Earth, 82. 
136
 Orsi, Between Heaven and Earth, 98-9. 
137
 Orsi, Between Heaven and Earth, 86;91-2. 
138




thoughts, they felt children‟s behaviors in their own angelic beings.”
139
 Good behavior 
made angels happy; bad behavior brought angels sadness.
140
 
Yet this universe of onlookers was not the unique lot of altar boys.  Rather, 
because of their high visibility, altar boys were expected to be the poster-children for how 
all youth should behave at Mass.  All children were to comport themselves with a 
meekness and gratitude that was worthy of the approval of a watching God, watching 
angels, and watching adults.  Children were to “desire God‟s friendship” and to show this 
by being “prompt in rising, faithful to morning and night prayers and examination of 
conscience, obedient to parents, unselfish to companions, to please Jesus and get ready 
for Him.”
141
  Children were to undergo such preparation that they might “feed” their 
souls “constantly with the Body and Blood of Jesus.”
142
  Such inward and outward 
comportment was essential to living well in a culture that placed a heavy emphasis on 
being “observed by many.”
143
    
One First Communion photograph (ca.1933) strikingly portrays this reality of 
being watched.  It shows a young New Yorker kneeling before the Blessed Sacrament.  
Her eyes are presumably fixed upon her Lord, her hands are folded, and of course, her 
body is in a submissive position.  Assuming a meek position, this little girl could 
approach her God with gratitude.  Her body, in fact, was an image of meekness and 
gratitude, for she was willing to comport her body in such a disciplined way out of 
reverence for her God (and out of deference to the wishes of the pastor/photographer).  
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Eagerly watching this little girl were the angels and the saints; in fact, this photo shows 
the girl kneeling in front of a picture of one such angelic guardian, positioned slightly 
above her and looking down upon her.
144
   
In the aforementioned photo, the girl‟s posture at prayer was certainly a product 
of “proper” teaching.  In being deferent to her God, the little girl was also paying homage 
to, and being deferent toward, the adults who had taught her the postures of prayer.  As 
the little girl knelt devoutly, she knew that she was being watched not only by the angels 
and the saints, but by the nuns, priests, and other adults who expected her to display piety 
before the Blessed Sacrament.
 145
  Again, “being watched” by both temporal and 
heavenly worshippers, the bodies of children were the mediation point between the 
visible and the invisible, the temporal and the eternal.   
 The altar boy, besides serving as a prototypical child, also served as a signpost of 
a wider culture of child-romanticization.  It was widely believed that the pre-Vatican II 
twentieth century was part of the “age of Mary.”
146
  Such an era, however, could also be 
called the “age of children,” since Mary appeared most often to children.
147
  In her 
apparitions, Mary warned of the need for repentance and of the dangers of the modern 
world.  Thus, Mary helped to reify the Catholic sense that the Church was an island of 
truth amid the fictions of wider society.  In contrast to the Church‟s intellectual critics, 
who proclaimed Marxist politics and the death of God, Catholic religious leaders aligned 
themselves with the optimism of Pope Benedict XV.  Benedict insisted that the “age of 
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children” was one that heralded “spiritual childhood” as “the secret of sanctity for all the 
faithful of the Catholic world.”
148
  This spiritual childhood demanded simple fidelity to 
the ecclesial institution and its “hierarchy of order.” 
Watched by adults and angels alike, children were temporally and spiritually 
subjected to the expectations of their Catholic world.  Being watched meant that children 
were not only examples of “sanctity,” but children were also vessels shaped by the adults 
around them.
149
  Catechetical literature, parenting guides, and certain pastors‟ hopes all 
seemed to project what Orsi calls the “fantasies” of adults onto children.
150
  As Catholics 
who were “needful of some very basic things,” children possessed greater vulnerability 
than the adults around them.
151
  Children were thus subject to the imputation of the 
catechetical ideals of the pre-Vatican II era, for they were the living materialization of the 
“age of Mary.”
152
  The child-fantasies of this period revolved around children‟s special 
capacity to exhibit the ideal “habits” of Catholic life: “consideration for others, 
innocence, obedience, and piety.”
153
  By denying children agency, parents may have been 
trying to assert their own volition in a Church that encouraged meekness.  Moreover, by 
denying children agency, religious hierarchs may have been attempting to secure their 
own agential power-niche in a world that felt hostile toward Catholic assertion.  
 Of course, if children failed to live up to the ideals and expectations placed upon 
them, it would shatter the fantasy-world and power-relations by which they were 
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supposedly supported.  Ideal children were deferent, and therefore posed no threat to a 
power matrix that imputed to children fantasies of deferent innocence.  Accordingly, 
official pedagogical literature of the period was concerned to regulate children as much 
as it was concerned to mold them in its image.  It even insisted that children‟s obedience 
to adults was a way of being Christ-like: “When [Jesus‟s] mother stood at the door of the 
little cottage and called Him, He did not complain or ask to stay longer.”
154
  To disobey 
authorities was to refute childlike virtue.  Moreover, to disobey authorities in a liturgical 
setting was “a threat to the solemnity of the Mass.”
155
  Thus, devotional literature 
affirmed that “good children” looked upon God‟s altar with “respect” and “interest.”
156
  If 
personal sanctity and the pleasure of onlooking adults were not enough to coerce 
children, they were also compelled to conform to catechetical ideals via the Communion 
of Saints.  The souls in Purgatory, children were told, needed their prayers.  Sr. Angela 
Merici explained that children should learn “charity toward all the holy souls” by first 
learning to care after “their departed relatives and friends, who are tortured in the flames 
of purgatory.”
157
  Children knew that just one Mass could alter the fate of such a soul, 
and thus their “obedient” spiritual comportment was requisite if their poor loved ones 
were to find any relief.
158
  The immense pressure that adults placed upon children was 
only natural, Sr. Merici fantasized, because, “Children readily sympathize with those who 
suffer.”
159
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In the literature of the pre-Vatican II era, disobedience was thwarted not only 
through illustrating positive examples of Christ-like children, but also through presenting 
the bad example of misbehaving children.  Here, it is fitting to remember the pastor who 
publicly scolded the parents of fast-negligent children.  Another illustrative case, noted in 
Orsi‟s Between Heaven and Earth, is a series of cartoons found in The Junior Catholic 
Messenger (ca. 1940), which highlighted a new poorly-behaved Mass-goer each week.  
One such character was "Tommy Twistneck,” a boy who is always turning around in his 
pew, often not focused upon the altar.  Thus, by highlighting a child who “is seen” as “an 
insult to Our Lord on the altar,” religious educators attempted to coax children into 
conforming to the wishes of adults, and to save tortured souls in the process.
160
   
Some publications even used violent parodies to express their disapproval of 
children‟s behavior.  Orsi recounts a fictional story, written by a Philadelphia priest and 
published in 1941, wherein an annoyed pastor beats a boy to death because the boy 
mispronounces his Latin while serving at the altar.  The pastor, whose parishioners 
understand his frustration, is allowed to return to his duties without repercussion, and the 
boy‟s parents are accepting of their loss.  The author, and at least some of his readers, 
found this tale to be whimsical.
161
  Yet this story also makes a darker message clear: 
Children must accept their role within the well-behaved and well-performed “hierarchy 
of order.”  If they do not conform to adult (especially clerical) expectations, temporal and 
spiritual repercussions will ensue.   
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The fearfully violent story above is a clear example of fantasy, an adult-imagined 
model whereby childhood was equated with submission and role-performance.  To be 
childlike and innocent, then, was to be deferent.  In this fantasy, children were “defined 
by…what they lack.”
162
 Orsi insists that, so fantasized, children were really just 
“children,” an idea in the minds of adults: “„Children‟…become the repositories of need 
and desire, including religious need and desire.”
163
  Surely, this romanticization of 
children was concomitant with the wider family- and parish-romanticization of the era; 
“children” may have served as repositories of the clerical desire for innocence and order 
amid a threatening culture of complex, iconoclastic mores.   
Why else did adults—clerical and lay—possess this need to see innocence?  
Perhaps it was because, since childhood, they faced “prohibitions, fasting, constant 
admonitions (to the point of terror) against allowing one‟s teeth to touch the 
host…disciplinary self-preoccupation, physical discomfort and the resulting dynamic of 
losing control and struggling to retain or regain composure.”
164
  As such, adults had faced 
a lifetime of religious strictures that made “innocence” an unattainable goal.  They spent 
their lives “struggling” after their innocence, yet the impossible expectations placed upon 
them guaranteed that they would “lose control.”  As adults of the era would “well know,” 
childhood innocence—so prescribed—is a farce.
165
  Yet the high ideals of the Mass—and 
the imitation of Christ—made innocence a deeply desirable goal.  Knowing the 
weaknesses of their own youth and desperately clinging to their own tenuous agency, 
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Catholic adults may have capitalized upon the vulnerability of children.  Children, on this 
reading, became a site for fantasy; their subjection to adult power allowed them to 
become vessels of imposed expectation and desire.  Vulnerable children were emptied of 
agency such that, in them, adult “desires and needs may be chased and found.”
166
  
Whether or not children were innocent, simple, and Eucharistically-savvy beings, they 
were made so by the desires of the adults, clerical and lay, who taught them.  
“Childhood” was not necessarily a state of innocence, but rather, a hierarchically-
imposed desire for innocence.   
On the other hand, children who comported themselves well at Mass were the 
pride of their families and pastors.
167
  Perhaps it was the pressure placed upon children 
that allowed them to compress heaven and earth in their bodies.  In the liturgy, where 
Calvary was remade and the eternal was bought into time, children were told that they 
could find true holiness through their meekness.  In so doing, children would fulfill their 
eternal vocation, as well as the expectations of adults.  As a grade-school level manual 
declared, “…we are living in an age of child Saints.  There is no better way to lead a 
good life than to have Our Lord come into our hearts daily.”
168
   
D. A Prototype for Liturgy and Life 
Because they were supposed to be the embodiment of adult expectations, children 
were also prototypes for adults themselves in the pre-Vatican II Church.  While children 
modeled it especially well, childlike innocence was taught as an ideal for all worshippers 
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in the “age of children.”  Through the meek adoration of God at Mass and through the 
grateful reception of Eucharistic graces, the faithful were to seek the favor of their Lord.  
According to the Franciscan Sisters of Christian Charity, the purposes of the Mass were 
fourfold: “first, to adore God as our Creator and Lord; second, to thank God for His many 
favors; third, to ask God to bestow His blessings on all men; fourth, to satisfy the justice 
of God for the sins committed against Him.”
169
  Especially in light of this fourth purpose 
of the Mass, it is no surprise that some of the initial prayers of the liturgy focused upon 
the language of unworthiness and penance, as well as the need for the intercession of the 
angels and the saints:  
I confess to Almighty God, to blessed Mary ever Virgin, to blessed Michael the 
Archangel, to blessed John the Baptist, to the holy Apostles Peter and Paul, to all 
the Saints, and to you, brethren, that I have sinned exceedingly, in thought, word 
and deed, through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault.  
Therefore, I beseech blessed Mary ever Virgin, blessed Michael the Archangel, 
blessed John the Baptist, the holy Apostles Peter and Paul, and you, brethren, to 




The repeated use of “my…fault,” as well as the physical breast-beating that accompanied 
it, helped to remind the faithful of their turpitude.  Compounding this ritualized self-
blaming was the use of intensifiers such as “exceedingly” and “most grievous.”   
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The invocation of these heavenly onlookers reminded the faithful, young and old, 
that they were being watched.  Reminding the faithful of the presence of the heavenly 
host was not only the aforementioned artwork, but also the relics of the saints themselves.  
These relics made the saints physically and spiritually present, and they allowed the 
faithful to see those who were, in turn, watching them.  The words of the liturgy call to 
mind this watchful interchange: “We beseech Thee, O Lord, by the merits of Thy Saints, 
whose relics are here, and of all the Saints, that Thou wilt deign to pardon me all my sins. 
Amen.”
171
  In reminding the faithful of the saints‟ presence, these lines also provided yet 
another chance for worshippers to recall their guilt and seek pardon.   
These many opportunities for contrition served to remind the faithful that the 
Eucharistic Sacrifice was carried out “for the remission of sins.”
172
   The Eucharist 
existed not only for the faithful, but also on account of their sinfulness.  Through such 
penitential praying, then, the faithful were given a sense that they must gain acceptability 
before God by showing their contrition.  Having so confessed their unworthiness, the 
priest publicly prayed that God might grant them “pardon, absolution, and remission of 
your sins.”
173
  Only contrition could help worshippers to attain a measure of purity before 
the “Victim which is pure” and “spotless.”
174
  After all, catechisms taught that the fruits 
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of Eucharistic participation depended “especially on the dispositions of those to whom 
they are given.”
175
   
Further evidencing an important connection between the Eucharist and purity, one 
devotional pamphlet traced the origins of the Eucharistic Sacrifice to “the beautiful clean 
hands of Our Lord.”
176
  Moreover, the words of the Eucharistic consecration itself stated 
that Jesus took the bread and cup into his “venerable hands.”
177
  In order to honor the 
“cleanliness,” “spotlessness,” and “beauty” of Christ, the prayers of the Mass were 
intended to help worshippers to loosen the mantle of sin, which stained their appearance 
before their watching Lord.  At the outset of the Tridentine Mass, for example, the priest 
prayed, “Take away from us our iniquities, we entreat Thee, O Lord, that with pure minds 
we may worthily enter into the Holy of Holies.”
178
   Likewise, just before Communion, 
the faithful pleaded, “Lord, I am not worthy that Thou shouldest enter under my roof, but 
only say the word, and my soul shall be healed.”
179
  As the faithful sought a worthy 
Sacrifice and a worthy Communion, they again invited the entire heavenly host to join 
them, especially the “ever Virgin Mary Mother of our God and Lord Jesus Christ.”
180
  
Communion, then, was a moment of unity with God as well as with the entire parish, the 
whole Church, and the Communion of all the Saints.   
Having so offered their contrition to God, the faithful invited His forgiveness; 
they further postured themselves with humility at Communion itself, kneeling before the 
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altar of God as a sign of their unworthiness before the “spotless” Eucharistic King.  So 
spotless was He, in fact, that the faithful were required to receive the Eucharist directly 
onto their tongue, so that their own hands would not defile the purity of Communion.  
The priest, acting as the chief officer in the Sacrifice, was one of the only participants 
who could stand, so as to give the Body of Christ to the faithful.  The only other persons 
standing were the altar boys, who used a paten—made of semi-precious metal—to ensure 
that none of the sacred food would fall to the unclean floor.  By kneeling, the faithful 
were not only submitting to a regimen of contrition and purity, but they were also 
assenting to a hierarchy of power by which they deferred to clerical authority.   
Importantly, a state of contrition and purity, and thus a state in which full 
Eucharistic participation was possible, was also a precondition for eternal salvation.   
Indeed, the Tridentine Rite prayers asked the saints to “plead for us in heaven.”
181
 As 
such, the public contrition of the Mass provided an important occasion to seek “life 
everlasting,”
182
 as well as temporal purity.  Upon receiving the sacrificial gift of the 
Eucharist, the faithful were to have a grateful heart for God‟s Eucharistic generosity.  
Having communicated, the contrite faithful could further gain an earthly and heavenly 
share in the purity which they sought.  “Grant, O Lord,” the priest prayed, “that what we 
have taken with our mouth, we may receive with a pure mind; and that from a temporal 
gift it may become for us an everlasting remedy.”
183
  Surely, then, the most pure—and 
eternally consequential—of offerings must be accompanied by an attempt at becoming 
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pure, undefiled participants.  In one of his final liturgical prayers, the priest petitioned 
that the Body and Blood of Christ “cleave to my inmost parts, and grant that no stain of 
sin remain in me, whom these pure and holy Sacraments have refreshed.”
 184
  Refreshed 




Therefore, making further sense of Orsi‟s historiography, it would seem that the 
pre-Vatican II emphasis on “being seen” rightly was a consequence of, and a motivator 
for, the quest for purity at Mass.  In order to “be seen” as pure by both heaven and earth, 
the Catholic faithful were encouraged to use their limited agency to make contrite prayers 
and to assume penitential postures (including confession and fasting).  In so doing, they 
could ask for the intercession of humans, angels, and saints in attaining divine 
forgiveness and graced purity through Eucharistic participation and reception.  Through 
the adoration of and union with the spotless Victim, worshippers were united together 
through a share in Christ‟s purity.  Such purity was realized in a hierarchically-ordered 
Mystical Body, and it could serve as a remedy for the “chaos” of the world.  In this 
hierarchical order, predicated upon meekness and unworthiness, there was little place for 
self-assertion.  It is again no wonder that pedagogues might wish to use what little agency 
they had in order to impose their purity-expectations upon others.  
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E. The Lay Mission  
While catechetical literature did not encourage a high sense of lay agency, it did 
encourage the faithful to focus on their special, eternal call from God.  Catholics were set 
apart from wider society and were privileged to have a Catholic identity.
186
  By virtue of 
their special place as Catholics, both youth and adults were called to “live in this world” 
yet not “solely for it.”
187
  To edify themselves for their non-worldly journey, adults could 
engage in special novenas, adoration societies, and prayer groups, which would enable 
them to continue their relationship with Christ even outside of the Mass.  Indeed, the 
Eucharist was present to Catholics regardless of their time or devotion, but the faithful 
were encouraged to stay close to the Eucharist as the true source of Divine contact.  Holy 
Hours before the Blessed Sacrament were a way of sacrificing one‟s time in order to 
spend an hour praying before the Holy Eucharist, reserved in the tabernacle.  Parishes 
even featured organized groups, such as the League of Night Adorers, which would pray 
the Holy Hour together.  To sacrifice this time was surely worthwhile.  One pamphlet 
quoted St. Alphonsus Liguori in saying, “You will find that the time you spend before 
this Divine Sacrament will be the most useful of your life.”
188
  Furthermore, to make a 
temporal sacrifice was surely a path to divine blessing, because it showed loving 
commitment to the Eucharistic Lord.  As Martin Scott, S.J., explained, “Sacrifice is the 
language of love.”
189
  Thus, to appear for a Holy Hour was to set aside time for 
Eucharistic charity.   
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The Holy Hour itself was comprised of both devotional reading/praying and silent 
contemplation.  The 1957 Catholic Youth Adoration program illustrated the typical 
division of prayers during the Holy Hour: adoration, thanksgiving, reparation, and 
petition.
190
  As such, the Holy Hour shared many of the important prayer-components of 
the Mass.  So important was the Holy Hour that it was even encouraged as a home-based 
devotion for the entire family.  One Holy Hour booklet even included a table of Mass 
times from across the globe, so that families could unite “with the priests who at this 
moment are offering Mass somewhere in the world.”
191
  In making their commitment to 
the family Holy Hour, the Family Life Bureau insisted that family members recite the 
following pledge: “I resolve to do all in my power to foster the virtue of purity as the 
bulwark of the family.”
192
  Thus, families could be sure that the ideal of purity—so 
important for Eucharistic devotion—reigned both in church and in home devotions to the 
Eucharistic Lord.   
Holy Hour guilds were just one of many devotional societies, known as “group 
apostolates.”  As Fr. Robert Eiten explains, “The group apostolate is an apostolate which 
is carried on under the direction or guidance of some organization approved by the 
Church.”
193
 Thus, lay devotional societies were always subject to the approval of the 
hierarchy.  So approved, societies like the Legion of Mary existed for parish service as 
well as for personal and group prayer.  The Legion disseminated Catholic literature, 
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formed study groups, and taught the catechism, all of which were fostered by the “virtue 
and strength” that members received from the Eucharist.
194
  Accordingly, members 
promoted “the habit of daily Mass and Communion.”
195
  In all of these capacities, the 
Legion of Mary and other such groups saw themselves as doing the work of Catholic 
Action, as was desired by their popes.
196
 
As both societies of prayer and societies of service, then, lay apostolates existed 
to advance the mission of the Church, the “Mystical Body of Christ.”
197
  Moreover, the 
lay apostolate existed to help its individual members to participate fully in the Mystical 
Body; they did so through their sacramental participation and through their example of 
personal devotion.  In this way, the group apostolate was at the service of the “private 
apostolate.”  Fr. Eiten further explains that “perhaps our greatest work will be done by 
our good example.  If we are a shining example of what the exemplary Catholic should 
be, we undoubtedly will inspire many to lead a good life and win many graces for other 
souls.”
198
  Thus, the work of the private and group apostolate was meant to foster the 
laity‟s exemplary call to a life of prayer (i.e. the Holy Hour) and to further the promotion 
of prayer (i.e. catechesis).  Through their devotional lives, laypeople could advance the 
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salvation of departed souls, the safety of their families, and the conversion of non-
believers.
199
   
As Fr. Louis Putz explained, this prayer-building apostolic work pertained to the 
“supernatural vocation” of the laity, and it was under the direct purview of the Church.
200
  
Yet this apostolic work was only one facet of lay life.  Besides their explicitly parish-
related activities, laypeople engaged in “[f]amily life, economic pursuits, national and 
international relations.”
201
  Such pursuits were “natural things, not directly under the 
Church‟s supervision yet they have repercussions in the religious sphere of the one who 
practices them.”
202
  Therefore, laypeople had an opportunity to infuse their temporal 
duties with “the laws of justice and charity” such that they could accomplish “the will of 
God in this work,” though it was outside the direct purview of the Church.
203
   
In their temporal sphere, adults could extend their apostolic work by helping to 
“build up the kind of society which makes it easy for a person to save his soul.”
204
  Such 
a society would fulfill humankind‟s (neo-Thomistic) “final end” and give glory to God.
205
  
To build a salvific society involved “cheerfully” accepting burdens, doing an honest 
day‟s work, and using one‟s given status to help the less fortunate.  Fr. Eiten explained 
that “Professional men as doctors and lawyers should draw charity towards the poor.  
                                                 
199
 Family Holy Hour, forward; The Guard of Honor and The Holy Hour, 3
rd
 ed. (Clyde, MO:  Benedictine 
Convent of Perpetual Adoration, 1925),  25; Josiah G. Chatham, “The Catholic Layman in the Crisis of the 
Modern American Parish,” in The Catholic Layman in His Parish, Family, Community, Job (Washington, 
D.C.:  The National Council of Catholic Men, 1959), 21.  
200
 Putz 11. 
201
 Putz 11. 
202
 Putz 11. 
203
 Eiten 15. 
204
 Donald J. Thorman, “The Catholic Layman in the Crisis of the Modern Community,” in The Catholic 
Layman in His Parish, Family, Community, Job, 27. 
205
 Fulton J. Sheen, The Holy Hour:  Readings and Prayers for a Daily Hour of Meditation (Washington, 




Employers should provide for their employees good working conditions and a just wage; 
in turn, the employee should do an honest day‟s work and studiously avoid the commonly 
practiced „professional loafing on the job.‟”
 206
  The above tasks—faithful to the 
economic teachings of the Vatican—were clearly intended to be the lot of men; women‟s 
work, on the other hand, was to be domestically focused.  A woman was to sanctify the 
world by being the “tortoise-like keeper of her own home.”
207
  Therein, she was 
responsible for the catechesis of her children as well as the “cleanliness and order” of her 
household.
208
   
To “accept leadership” in society, then, was not a revolutionary endeavor; rather, 
it involved the charitable performance of one‟s given roles.
209
  For both lay men and lay 
women, even an unpleasant daily routine could become a means for apostolic work—not 
because they could choose a different path, but because they could practice “loving 
abandonment to God‟s loving Providence in all things, in both good and adverse, as 
contradictions, affronts, humiliations, sickness, etc.”
210
  Children, too, could offer “the 
making of little victories over themselves”
211
 as sacrificial offerings.  They could do an 
unwanted chore or eat something that they did not like as a gift for Jesus.
212
  Clearly, to 
abandon oneself to God, and to offer God one‟s own discomfort, was an essential means 
of being a lay apostle.  To do so as a family was even more beautiful, for the National 
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Enthronement Center assured that such a faithful, sacrificial, and self-abandoning 
apostolate would “make your family dear to the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary, and 
insure Their loving protection in the midst of the dangers of the present time.”
213
   
In a Church at odds with an unstable modern world, no Catholic family could do 
without the salvation and protection garnered through self-abandonment.  Of course, such 
acts of self-abandonment made for good Christian living, true leadership, and rightful 
penitential preparation for Mass.  Moreover, such self-abandonment to Christ in “daily 
tasks,” was, in fact, empowered by the “virtue and strength” one received from the 
Eucharist itself.
214
  As in the liturgy, deference to the “hierarchy of order” allowed 
Catholics, young and old, to be “in this world” but not “solely for it.” 
F. Family and Gender Roles 
As seen above, deference was the key to spiritual strength both in church and in 
the mundane spheres of life.  Also glimpsed above, the rhetoric of the era told the faithful 
that the best way to receive and enact the graces of the Eucharist was to humbly enact the 
familial and gender roles that it professed.  Such roles, the rhetoric noted, were part of the 
well-ordered home and society, and were part of God‟s salvific and eternal plan.  Here, 
these gender roles will be discussed in greater detail. 
One particular pamphlet, entitled Rate Your Family, will help to usher in this 
discussion.  The 1957 publication employs a case study.  A husband is depicted resting 
on the couch while his wife cooks dinner.  Relatively unprovoked, he blows up at his son 
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and daughter, and his wife‟s response is to embrace him without reproach or intervention.  
He apologizes, but only as his daughter—not his son—is called into the kitchen to help 
her mother with dinner.  The son is permitted to remain in his room (on his bed, no less) 
and his father apologizes to him there.  This whole fiasco, says the confident Jesuit 
author, is caused by a lack of obedience.  Surely, the husband must be a wise ruler, but 
the pamphlet assures its readers that, whether the father was just in yelling or not, wife 
and children must obey his commands.
215
  The man is thus permitted to rest and bark 
while others—especially women—toil and obey.  Here, we see a world where husbands 
and sons recline, where mothers and daughters prepare dinner and men shout, and where 
hurt family members are blamed for their lack of obedience.  Revisiting the words of the 
pamphlet‟s author, Blakewell Morrison, S.J., this is a world in which the man has “the 
responsibility, the right to govern, so that there may be order in the society,”
216
 yet 




In the devotional literature of the day, then, men had the special task of working 
within the world itself.  Their job was to face the daily grind for the support of their 
families.  Men were to be strong in mind and in body, ready to lead their families through 
confident decision-making and exemplary fortitude.  As Fr. Reynold Kuehnel proclaimed 
to husbands, “[Your wives] have placed all their hopes and ambitions, all their thoughts, 
their heart, their very life into your strong hands…You, Catholic men, are the builders of 
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  Furthermore, as artist/writer Ed Willock notes, man‟s “superior strength 
makes him the logical breadwinner.”
219
  Such strength not only makes man the 
breadwinner, but it also makes him the domestic governor. The family was considered 
the “basic unit of society,”
220
 and it was incumbent that it be led by a strong 
paterfamilias.  As Fr. Morrison noted above, “His is the responsibility, the right to 
govern, so that there may be order in the society.”
221
  Order was a paramount concern of 
this rhetoric, both at church and in the home.  
Women, on the other hand, were expected to be the natural complement of their 
strong husbands.  In God‟s plan, a wife was not the head, but rather, “the heart” of the 
family; she was a strong yet gentle nurturer, a wise manager of home life, and a keen 
educator of children, training them in “piety and religion.”
222
  A mother, moreover, 
received the primary charge of bringing her children to the sacraments.  As one catechist-
training book said of mothers, “They must see that the Communions are regularly 
made.”
223
  Leadership over her children notwithstanding, a mother was expected to obey 
her husband; her husband should, in turn, take her wishes into account, governing with 
love and respect.
224
  Mothers, then, modeled and taught “domestic virtues—meekness, 
gentleness, and love.”
 225
   To model love, of course, meant that mothers were essentially 
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sacrificial creatures.  Again, as Fr. Martin affirms, “We love our mother so much because 
we know that she has proved her love for us by suffering.  Sacrifice is the language of 
love.”
226
  Mothers, then, were to model meekness through their constant physical, 
emotional, and spiritual service of the family; they were to usher children from kitchen to 
kindergarten to Communion rail, yet always deferring to their hard-working husbands.   
Children, in this scheme, were required to be cheerful, obedient, and hard-
working at home, in school, and in religious education.  As Boston‟s William Cardinal 
O‟Connell assures us, well-behaved children were the sign of a mother‟s skill.
227
  Well-
behaved boys were to develop themselves into strong and desirable men, by means of 
good study and good sportsmanship.  In his Advice for Boys, the Reverend T. Siekmann 
wrote that young men ought to use their “strength” to defend the virtue of a woman.  
Athleticism, he further advises, is a guiding virtue for a man‟s life.  It will bring him a 
good physique and guide him in the virtues through healthy, “clean” pastimes—by 
keeping him from evil thoughts and actions.  Moreover, athletics will strengthen him for 
his family-governing toils later in life, both physically and mentally.
228
    
Girls, on the other hand, were to complement the qualities of their future suitors; 
they were to do so by developing their domestic marketability though honing culinary, 
textile, and childcare skills.  They were to cultivate intelligence and character through 
reading and crafts, particularly regarding the home, and they were to be prepared to judge 
themselves by the way they imputed their knowledge to others.
229
  Especially as future 
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mothers, girls were expected to prepare for a life entailing “sacrifice, discomfort, and 
even suffering.”
230
  Girls were also expected to be conscientious of their attire; they were 
to dress with “Marylike modesty, at home and in public.”
231
  This modesty also applied to 
courtship, for girls were specially enjoined to be chaste, or else they “could very easily 
be, unthinkingly, an occasion of sin for the boy.”
232
  Girls were even pressured to strive 
for purity through their most precious devotions.  Timothy Matovina notes that, in San 
Fernando, California, “Both priests and parents—in many families mothers more than 
fathers—counseled young women to embrace [Our Lady of] Guadalupe as a model of 
purity…Their Guadalupan devotion was to build the nation by building the home….”
233
 
Just as in the Mass, then, children‟s post-liturgy agency was subject to their need 
to maintain innocence, purity, and deference to the expectations of parents, teachers, and 
religious.  Catechisms, written by religious, urged children to be obedient both in Church 
and at home.  At all times, children were to conform to the desires of those who were 
watching them, making certain that they remained innocent vessels of holiness.  While 
mothers were subject to their husbands, they still retained agency over their children 
within the domestic sphere.  Children, however, had no sphere that was not laden with the 
expectations of others.   
If children practiced these roles with diligence, catechisms and other literature 
assured them that they, too, might one day gain a share in the governance of the domestic 
sphere.  Then, they, too, could perform their hierarchically prescribed gender roles with a 
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measure of volition, only to abandon their domestic volition for the sake of the weekly—
or daily—Sacrifice of Calvary.  As Fr. Barnabas Mary Ahern poignantly explains, 
So it is that every Holy Mass gives new life to the members of Christ‟s Mystical 
Body.  Just enter into the spirit of the Mass and you will find that it prepares and 
strengthens you to let Christ live His life in you all the day long.  For He does 
have a real work to do through you that He can do in no one else.  He has put you 
into your own little home; He has enclosed you in your own little circle.  But 
never forget; all this has its divine purpose; this is His quiet, sweet way of coming 
down into the lives of your husband and children, your neighbors and friends.  
Through you Christ will draw all these souls to Himself; for in you they will see 
not only a wife, a mother, a friend, but another Christ living His own life: this is 




To abandon oneself to the presence and will of Christ, then, is a task begun at 
Communion and carried into daily toils.  It is a way of ensuring that, in the faithful 
performance of hierarchically-imposed gender roles, one is being superlatively Christ-
like.  In fact, for a family member to resist her gender- and age-specific role is to deny 
herself of the “sweet” work that Christ can do “in no one else.”  Each layperson 
possessed an irreplaceable role in helping Jesus to be “the centre of all domestic life.”
235
  
Self-immolated for the sake of Divine Immolation, male and female church-goers of all 
ages were taught that they would receive the strength to survive another week of attentive 
role-performance.   
Alongside “tidy” dress and “tidy” souls, then, “tidy” homes were the expressed 
desire of many pre-Vatican II priests and other religious: “Neatness, and attractive outlay 
of furniture and fixtures, a nice lawn and flowers, and a garden should be part and parcel 
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  As previously discussed, domestic “neatness” was also a matter of 
promoting “virtue” through the production of manly men and womanly women.
237
  In its 
aesthetics and in its role-assignation, the Catholic home possessed a divinely-ordained 
structure and mission.  Just as messy Sunday clothes could display an unkempt soul, so a 
messy garden could betray an unkempt family life.  With the aid of devotional and 
catechetical material, the laity could understand that the well-ordered home, just like the 
well-ordered parish, was visible in its maintenance of prescribed authority structures.   
Through the maintenance of these structures, the faithful could ensure that the 
Eucharistic sacrifice, and the Eucharistically-strengthened domestic order, would proceed 
without obstacle.  All of time depended upon the timeless sacrifice of Calvary, so surely 
the temporal order must have taken its cue from the hierarchical order seen in the Mass.  
In this pamphlet-preached order, “innocent children” held enormous spiritual power in 
the eyes of adults.  Yet such power was largely a function of children‟s deference to adult 
expectations and desires.  Furthermore, fathers held governing authority over the home.  
Yet they could hold such power only by virtue of God‟s will, and His will demanded that 
“childlike obedience” shine forth in even fathers‟ parochial participation.  Still further, 
mothers held great spiritual influence as teachers and nurturers. Yet mothers held this 
power only insomuch as they taught a religion that demanded female subservience to 
husbands, nuns, and pastors—especially at the holy sacrifice of the altar.   
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G. Great Stories, Great Expectations 
1. Humble Heroes 
Pedagogical literature certainly reveals that membership in the Church, and the 
receipt of its Eucharistic graces, came with great expectations.  These expectations were 
conveyed in a most memorable way through the stories told in religious education.  In the 
classroom, vulnerable and impressionable minds could be formed by the stories of 
Catholic heroes and their foes.   Most of these stories were found in grade-school level 
teaching material, yet some were even found in materials intended for adult faith-
formation.  No matter the audience, the message was quite similar:  Catholic heroes live 
up to the expectations placed upon them, and the Eucharist could serve as a source of 
role-performing strength.   
One story, entitled The Hungry Child‟s Prayer before the Tabernacle, recounts a 
young boy whose family was in need of food.
 238
  Having learned about the Blessed 
Sacrament in school, the boy “ran to the church, and kneeling before the high altar prayed 
aloud to Our Lord in the sacred Host in these words:  „Lord Jesus we have nothing at all 
to eat at home.  Help us, I pray Thee, or we shall die of hunger.  Thou art rich and 
powerful; Thou canst help us poor people; Thou has promised to assist us if we pray Thee 
for Thy help.‟”
239
 Unknown to him, the boy was overheard by a wealthy patroness who 
was also in the church at that time.  When the boy returned home, he found that the 
patroness had supplied his family with needed provisions, and the boy‟s mother “met him 
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with a pleased smile.”
240
  Indeed, the invisible graces of God became visible in the 
assistance given to an innocent, humble, and devout child and his grateful family.  The 
message is clear:  Those who fulfill the expectations of meek sanctity will be rewarded.  
Moreover, the family‟s resuscitation arose from the fact that the child was being watched, 
by a Eucharistic God, by an affluent patron, and by an approving mother.    
Another story recounts a boy named Jimmy, “a very fine altar boy” whose service 
at the altar left a deep impression upon his life.
241
  The boy grew up to be a soldier in the 
Second World War.  At the time of the invasion of Normandy, the pastor of Jimmy‟s 
youth was, unknown to Jimmy, serving as a military chaplain.  Just before the invasion, 
while still at sea, the former altar boy coincidentally assists his former pastor at a pre-
invasion Mass.  The altar boy, empowered by his diligent participation in the Holy 
Sacrifice, “saved ten companions from the enemy and captured an enemy machine-gun 
nest single-handed.”
242
  Yet Jimmy‟s ensuing medal of honor, the story affirms, paled in 
comparison to the honor of serving at Mass before the invasion.
243
  Again, in this story, 
being a “very fine” altar server entailed humility, liturgical piety, and gratitude.  These 
virtues are shown to be the means to true strength, and not just any strength, but the 
strength of a God who desires to ready soldiers for battle.  Such images resonated with 
other catechisms, which described Mass-attendees as standing “like soldiers” to hear the 
last Gospel; these devout souls would leave Mass “to face the battle of life.”
244
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It is important to note that these stories give a curious role to the actual agency of 
the main characters.  In each case, the heroic boy accepts the prescribed role handed to 
him, instead of changing the course of events through his divinely-given free will.  The 
hungry boy does not search for food, but rather, he simply asks the Lord to provide it.  
The brave soldier does not lead the battle or refute violence, but rather, he attacks and 
defeats as he is expected to do.  In these stories, it would appear that volition is simply a 
matter of willful resignation.  One must accept the role one has been given and perform 
that role with diligence.  In a fantastic world fashioned from the expectations of 
“watching” adults, it is not surprising that catechetical literature would grant little agency 
to children.      
The denial of agency is further seen in the following catechetical stories, 
suggested by religious as teaching tools for children.  Both stories are used by multiple 
catechisms, yet they are told in largely the same fashion in each text.  The recurring story 
of Blessed Emelda tells of a young girl who is not permitted to make her First 
Communion, despite her deep desire to do so.  As seen before, the invisible disposition of 
the girl results in the visible manifestation of the grace of God.  The Eucharistic host 
floats away from the altar and approaches Emelda, stopping above her head.  This is, of 
course, a sign that the Eucharistic Christ wishes to be united with Emelda.  Capitulating 
to this great sign, the priest gives Emelda her First Communion.  The story does not stop 
there, however: “[Emelda] was so happy that she died of joy whilst thanking her Lord for 
this loving visit, and went to see Him face to face, and be happy with him for ever.”
245
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In this story, yet again, the hero(ine) is shown to be humble and submissive, 
reflecting her will only interiorly.  Yet Jesus responds to her interiority, and the purity 
and joy of the moment lead Emelda promptly out of the world itself.  Thus, this narrative 
also reifies the importance of gratitude for the Eucharistic Gift, whose beauty cannot be 
contained by the world.  The narrative reinforces the importance of purity and 
acceptability.  Emelda was so pure that she was “acceptable” enough for miracles and, 
furthermore, her purity was so great that the Lord‟s sacrificial graces promptly led her out 
of a world that could not bear her purity.
246
  There is no place for Emelda—or her 
agency—in this threatening world. 
Another story, entitled “He that eateth this Bread…,” speaks about the 
persecution of the faithful in “Tonking,” Vietnam (called “Annam” in this story).
247
  In 
the course of the persecution, resident Catholics were asked to denounce their faith; 
refusing to do so, they underwent horrific torture and death.  Strengthened by the 
Eucharist, though, the Vietnamese faithful endured their suffering with strength and 
dignity, and their persecutors wondered at their heroism.  The torturers concluded that 
these faithful gathered their strength from the “enchanted bread which casts a spell upon 
the soul.”
248
  Especially upon viewing the courage of a young Christian named Xavier, 
“the torturers remarked that „He has the courage of a lion, yet he is a mere boy!  What 
would one of their priests be like!‟”
249
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Predictably, this story was intended to show that the Eucharist is a source of 
strength, especially in the innocent person of a “mere boy.”  Yet here strength connotes 
endurance rather than transformation.  This story does not tell of those who worked to 
end the persecution, nor of those who led the persecuted with strength, courage, and a 
message of God‟s temporal and eternal work of justice.  Rather, this story portrays, and 
perhaps even advocates, temporal suffering with a pure heart and a resolved mind.  Such 
suffering appears to be a barometer of Eucharistically-received sanctity.  As Fr. Scott 
teaches, “The Mass…is also a powerful incentive to face the battle of life as a true soldier 
of Christ.  If we suffer with Him we shall reign with Him.”
250
  As such, the faithful are 
only left with the agential possibility of accepting torture with “courage” or with 
weakness.  The Eucharist, it would appear, is able to bolster one‟s life-situation, but not 
to change it.   
2. Emergent Clerical Assertion 
“What would one of their priests be like!”  This line heralds the presence of 
another element in pre-Vatican II story-telling:  clericalism.  It is important to note the 
extent to which the story of Tonking attempts to drown agency.  The story has already 
granted the lay faithful little agency by way of their life circumstances; they must accept 
their torture with courage.  Yet even this small bit of lay agency is overshadowed by the 
supposedly herculean courage, endurance, and spiritual strength of their priests.   
As already seen, priests took center stage in the Mass, and initiated the Holiest of 
Sacrifices on behalf of their parishioners.  To receive Communion, Fr. Scott explained, 
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unites the faithful “more closely with the priest at the altar, and brings into our souls 
more abundantly the choicest fruits of the Holy Sacrifice.”
251
  Thus, the priest stood in a 
privileged role to mediate the Divine to His human faithful.  “God has sent [the pastor] to 
us,” a lesson for children teaches, “He takes God‟s place on earth.”
252
  As such, Fr. 
Westhoff explains that the pastor‟s indispensible role is “the celebration of the parochial 
Mass which Sunday after Sunday he offers for them, and in which he presents his parish 
to Christ and Christ to his parish.”
253
  At Mass, clerical importance was visible.  While 
the laity knelt, priests stood, and while he laity received, priests gave.  Even outside of 
Mass, the priest was to play a central role in ministering to the sick, the poor, and the 
needy, which prompted one catechism to say, “He has given up his whole life for our 
welfare.”
254
   
While the priests held center stage, the laity played a supporting role.  The faithful 
were told that “the best method of assisting at Mass is to unite with the priest in offering 
the Holy Sacrifice, and to receive Holy Communion.”
255
  In so doing, the faithful would 
enter more fully into “the most perfect Act of Adoration and Reparation” that they 
possessed.
256
  One way the faithful could assist at Mass was by “using the missal to 
follow the priest” or by “saying the Mass prayers found in the prayer book.”
257
  Yet the 
faithful could also be mindful that they, too, were part of the sacrifice.  A pamphlet 
entitled Know Your Faith explained that “We offer ourselves to God together with His 
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  In being aware that they, too, comprised the liturgical offering, the 
faithful could live up to the words of the Mass: “Pray, brethren, that my sacrifice and 
yours may be acceptable to God the Father Almighty.”
259
  In offering themselves, the 
faithful were to bring to the Lord their spiritual preparation through fasting and 
contrition, as well as their efforts at home and at work.
260
  The worldly labors of the lay 
faithful, of course, also provided the material support of the parish.  They were to 
contribute to “the support of the priesthood and the upkeep of Divine worship”; even if 
they were without money, the laity could still give their “time and labor to help parish 
activities.”
261
  Literally and figuratively, the laity provided the “bread and wine” by 
which the pastor “sanctifies his parish.”
262
  Offered to God and divinely sanctified 
through the work of the priest, the “little parish” would become part of the Mystical Body 
of Christ.
263
   
Deeply needed yet deeply dependent, the faithful needed to work hard even as 
they surrendered their agency.  The home life they offered at Mass was to be laden with 
gender and age expectations.  The work life they brought to the Mass was one in which 
difficulties were to be “cheerfully” borne so as to “suffer with” Christ.  Moreover, so that 
they might be “sanctified,” the faithful were compelled to contribute to the “upkeep” of 
their pastor, who “takes God‟s place on earth.”  So important was the pastor that even the 
innocent children of the parish could benefit from the pastor‟s presence.  As one pastor 
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reflected, “They draw close to us and through us closer to Christ, with the result that in 
later years, at least, they will be more fervent Catholics, and much more ready and eager 




 In this literature, the laity‟s “loyal service” resulted in its salvation, yet only 
through the apotheosis of its pastors.  Pastors occupied the top rung of the hierarchy of 
parish order, and they benevolently offered their station to assist their meek and lowly 
flocks.  As Fr. Westhoff told the faithful, “…the parishioner who whole-heartedly enters 
into the spiritual life of the well-ordered parish can be a saint, even if he does nothing 
more.”
265
  Perhaps more accurately, though, Fr. Westhoff could have said that “the 
parishioner who whole-heartedly enters into the spiritual life of the well-ordered parish 
can be a saint,” as long as he does nothing more. 
3. Condescension 
Hence, in the world of catechesis, the average layperson lost agency to clerical 
superiors.  Lending further credence to this condescension is the language of 
“simplicity,” which priests would use to describe their flocks.  In addition to their 
idealization of “childlike innocence,” priests idealized the “ordinariness” of their 
parishioners, who lived honest, hardworking lives, and who were apparently untroubled 
by the sophistication of a higher order of laborers (like priests):  
So does a priest often dream of angelic innocence and Christlike goodness hidden 
under the plain exterior of ordinary men and women in any gathering of God‟s 
people.  There they are heirs of a glorious, heroic tradition, kindred to saints 
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whose images grace the sanctuary and whose names are known to the farthest 
limits of the civilized world, simple husbands and wives, fathers and mothers, 
sons and daughters.  There they are generous, patient, honest, pure.  They embody 
faith and trust in God; they live charity; they preach the Gospel of good example; 
they reproduce the image of Christ; they count themselves least; they bear the 




Such language was surely a sign of clerics sharing their fantasies with their flocks.  While 
children bore the brunt of the innocence- and purity-expectations of the era, all “ordinary 
men and women” received their fair share of expectations from their clerical superiors.  
They were to be as “heroic” as the saints, as “innocent” as the angels, and as “pure” as 
Christ.  To be good “husbands and wives, fathers and mothers, sons and daughters,” 
Catholics needed to “live with charity,” which entailed that they be “pure” and “count 
themselves least.”  Yet again, the clerical desire for “pure” and “simple” Christians led to 
the denial of lay agency.   
4. The Expedient Reinvention of the Past 
Catechetical literature also shows that the above ideals of gender-conformity, 
meekness, obedience, and childlike innocence were justified through stories that 
creatively reinvent the past.  Such reinvention began, so to speak, with the catechisms‟ 
creative retelling of the Last Supper.  One such story insisted that, at the meal, the 
apostles could hardly believe what they were witnessing.  Christ was giving them his 
Body and Blood, and a “silence of reverent amazement” came over them.
267
  
Understanding the sacrificial importance of this moment with Jesus, the apostles‟ silence 
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was also due to their “humble and submissive faith.”
268
  Another catechism affirms that 
the apostles must have remembered the Last Supper as a moment of “amazement,” 
“bewilderment,” and “incredulity.”
269
  Furthermore, the apostles must have been met with 
sadness as they reflected upon Jesus‟s lost disciples, who turned away from Him after 
“He had driven home the doctrine of the Real Presence.”
270
  Another text, cited earlier, 
reflects upon the Last Supper as being enacted by the “beautiful clean hands of our 
Lord.”
271
   
Still further, a catechism intended for children tells the story of Martin, a pagan 
who was a server at the Last Supper.  It refers to Jesus as having “consecrated” the bread 
and wine in his “sacred hands,” as a sacrifice for the “remission of sins.”
272
  Witnessing 
this event, Martin falls to his knees: “He did not know exactly why, but he felt that 
something sacred was taking place.  Later on he understood.  He realized that he had been 
present at the first Mass, when Our Lord had given men the great gift of the Holy 
Eucharist for the first time.”
273
  The impact of this event led to Martin‟s conversion, and 
thereafter he “attended Mass and received Holy Communion many times.”
274
  
The reinvention of the past allowed several twentieth-century values to recur in 
these stories of the Last Supper.  In the first place was the assumption that the meal was 
at once understood to be the liturgical receipt of the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ.  
                                                 
268
 Gonzaga 609. 
269
 Charles Coupe, S.J., “Lecture IV:  Christ‟s Institution of the Eucharist,” in Lectures on the Holy 
Eucharist, ed. Hatherley More (New York:  Benziger Brothers, 1906), 44. 
270
 Coupe 45. 
271
 McDonough 117. 
272
 Doty 130-1. 
273
 Doty 130-1. 
274




Secondly, these accounts eagerly imparted the terms Eucharist, Mass, purity, 
consecration, doctrine, and the Real Presence.  Thirdly, these stories show the Last 
Supper‟s witnesses as responding with silence, amazement, and reverent postures such as 
kneeling.  Yet these stories do not indicate the possibility that, at the time of the Last 
Supper, the attendees may have been confused as to what was happening.  Not only 
might they have been confused, but they were also unlikely to have responded with utter 
silence, falling to their knees in awe.  Perhaps such deferent gestures were not the 
liturgical custom in first-century Judaism, and perhaps Catholic “doctrine” and liturgical 
protocol were more a product of modern authority structures than of a tradition 
unchanged since the time of Jesus.  In ignoring these alternatives, though, these 
clerically-written stories clearly portray a culture concerned with bodily and spiritual 
deference as well as clearly-defined regulations for belief and behavior.  In fact, this pre-
Vatican II culture reveals a religious hierarchy that was so concerned with deference, 
purity, and order that it felt the need to posit these virtues as timeless.  They were part of 
a regimen that was fixed in place by Christ himself and handed down for replication 
among Christ‟s priests and their flocks. 
The past‟s reinvention is also operative in Fr. Doty‟s illustration of the Second 
World War, through the character of Jimmy.  The humility of Jimmy, serving at the pre-
Normandy Mass, results in his military valor.  By creatively appropriating the past, 
Eucharistic fortitude is seen as a force behind the winners of history.  Those winners are 




Returning to Fr. Drinkwater‟s tale of martyrdom in Vietnam, one sees that the 
story of a nineteenth-century event provided an occasion to extol the virtues of humility 
and fortitude even in the midst of injustice.  Unlike the story of Jimmy, the story of 
Tonking shows that the living are not always the winners of history.  Rather, Christ is 
always on the side of those who offer their lives for the sake of Eucharistic humility and 
strength.  Such humility allows the faithful to accept whatever they are being asked, 
whether in battle or under torture.  In the case of Tonking, would-be martyrs are being 
asked to affirm their faith in the face of pain and mortality.  Eucharistic grace allowed 
them to be humble enough to accept the suffering imposed upon them; this story does not 
show oppressed people lashing out at injustice.  Accepting their fate, the martyrs of 
Tonking could be confident that the Eucharist would empower them to endure their 
martyrdom with strength and dignity.   
With both of the above stories, there is little mention of community.  It could be 
argued that these stories tell of the community of soldiers or of the martyrs, both 
comprising the Mystical Body of Christ and helping to build it up through faithful role-
performance.  In each story, though, the focus is upon the Eucharistically-strengthened 
heroics of individual souls.  These souls are shown engaging in acts of submission and 
endurance, yet they are not shown engaging in the more agential acts of community-
building, peace-building, or justice-seeking.  Neither Jimmy the altar boy nor Xavier the 
martyr is seen questioning the loss of human life that he encounters.  Neither of them 
seems to ask how he can unite believers toward a socially transformative struggle for 




change the card game altogether.  This Eucharistic resignation was the outcome of a pre-
Vatican II emphasis on a “submissive faith” and “self-abandonment.”   Submission and 
role-acceptance were necessary components of membership in the Eucharistically-united 
Mystical Body, and it was in being a part of the Mystical Body that one found true 
strength.   
As one might expect, the reinvention of the past also applied to the catechesis of 
children.  In a catechism called The Children‟s Charter (also seen above) Mother Mary 
Loyola offers the following vision of Jesus‟s paradigmatic boyhood:  “And they saw how 
obedient He was.  When His mother stood at the door of the little cottage and called Him, 
He did not complain or ask to stay longer.  But He left His play, and went in at once, and 
did quite cheerfully what He had to do next, even if He did not like to do it.”
275
  Here, 
Jesus‟s young life, as the type of all young lives, is cast in terms of obedience.  Of course, 
the childhood of Jesus is a period that is almost completely absent from the New 
Testament.  It is fitting, then, that this period is chosen as a fertile time to re-invent the 
past in order to portray proper role-performance.  Jesus was the Victor of History, so who 
better to portray the proper submission by which children might further God‟s plan?  
Deference to the wishes of adults was the key to a well-ordered family and a well-ordered 
parish.  Such a family or parish might then reverently participate in the Eucharistic 
Sacrifice, further ushering in and strengthening the Mystical Body of Christ.  Yet, just as 
Christ was obedient, so must his Mystical Body be.  The paradigm of the obedient child 
Jesus thus becomes the paradigm of children and adults alike.   
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 Likewise, catechetical literature of the day also reworked the tradition in favor of 
promoting desired gender norms.  One catechism lesson urged Catholics to imitate the 
examples of Mary and Jesus at the Wedding at Cana.  As the catechism explains, in an 
effort to relieve a shortage of wine, Mary tells the servers at the wedding to do whatever 
her son tells them.  The literature interprets this as a sign of Mary‟s meekness and 
submission in the face of male authority, an exemplary moment of womanly deference to 
male power.
276
  Thus, in the presence of the Eucharistic Christ, the faithful should be 
deferent just as Mary was deferent before her son.   
These interpretations of the past emphasize the acceptance of one‟s life-
circumstances, deference to authority, and the power of the Eucharist to help one to 
endure one‟s pre-ordained role.  What this literature conveniently ignores is the historical 
realities that flew in the face of deference.  During World War II, many faithful 
communicants were struck down, others ran from battle, and still others committed 
violent atrocities.  In “Tonking” (actually Tonkin), some communicants worked to 
actively oppose their persecutors, and to form communities of support.  The boy Jesus 
was a good boy, indeed, but one who disobeyed his parents in order to visit his Father‟s 
House.  Lastly, and perhaps most telling, are the oversights in the catechetical 
reconstruction of the Wedding at Cana.  What the catechism does not emphasize is that it 
is Mary who takes the initiative to help the newlyweds.  Moreover, it is she who asks her 
reluctant son to help, and despite his initial refusal, Mary orders the servants to do 
whatever Jesus tells them.  And what does Jesus tell them to do?  He tells them to do 
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exactly what Mary wants done.  Thus, one sees quite the contradiction:  Devotional 
rhetoric holds up Mary—the initiator, the coaxer, the heeded authority—as a model of 
“womanly humility, gentleness and submission.”
277
   
Perhaps, then, these parables of deference really betray a different story of the 
Eucharist.  Perhaps the Eucharist has not been handed down through a timeless ritual of 
power-structures, purity, and obedience.  Perhaps human beings have volitionally grown 
to understand the Eucharist, and have variously expressed that understanding throughout 
history.  Perhaps, too, the Eucharist played a role in the Mystical Body‟s resistance to 
warfare, in strengthening the faithful to resist and to lead where needed, in the deliberate 
disobedience of authority for the sake of resting in God, and in the tenacious insistence 
on divine intervention even when Jesus himself is hesitant to act.  Perhaps these 
pamphlets tell another story of the grace of God, lovingly and widely dispensed in the 
Eucharist.  Perhaps the upbuilding of the Mystical Body is not about a timeless, barely-
volitional deference to authority, but rather, it is about a truly volitional participation in 
the historical, transformative upbuilding of community.  Do the rhetoric and, more 
importantly, the practices of this era lend any further evidence for this agential 
possibility?  Yes, they do, and in a surprisingly explicit way; such was testified by this 
chapter‟s overview of economics, ethnicity, race, devotionalism, and Catholic Action.  
Yet, a full treatment of these volitional realities will be the subject of the next chapter. 
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In one sense, pre-Vatican II Catholic pedagogy offered a notion that the American 
faithful possessed great dignity, because they were God‟s invitees to the Eucharist.  In 
exercising their agency through penance, fasting, humility, and gratitude, the faithful 
were able to bring their gifts to the sacrifice on account of their God-given agency.  In 
another sense, though, this agency was limited in scope, according to the parameters of 
catechetical and devotional rhetoric.  As per these parameters, lay Catholics could pray 
devoutly in church, but they could not lead worship.  This duty was the charge of priests.  
Laypersons could also control the “tidiness” of their apparel and of their souls, and 
ensure the physical and spiritual preparedness of their families.  Yet laypersons were not 
allowed to lead their parishes in an overt fashion, for they were not God‟s appointed 
shepherds.  This role was the purview of the pastor, who, as Fr. Westhoff described, was 
the Christ of his parish.  Laypersons worked in society, but their labors were only 
indirectly related to the concerns of the Church.  Their mundane labors were not 
intrinsically sacred.  Rather, laypersons could sanctify their lives only through their 
diligent observance of the regimen prescribed by nuns and priests.  Under the strain of 
this rhetoric, the lay vocation could not be of the laity‟s own making; rather, it was 
fashioned from the expectations, fantasies, and/or oversights of religious leaders.  
Thus, family members were seemingly given agency through their participation at 
Mass, their cultivation of virtue, and their avoidance of sin.  Yet their very license to 
engage their agency was a product of the prescribed roles handed to them by hierarchical 




to gain acceptability before the Eucharist.  Furthermore, the laity‟s prescribed roles 
precluded the innate sanctity of their professions, the avoidance of suffering, and the 
thwarting of imposed power.  In the eyes of at least some of their spiritual teachers, adults 
were at their best when they were “innocent,” “simple,” and “childlike.”  Even when 
adults lived charitably and assumed leadership in the world, they were still expected to 
assume an ultimate posture of meekness and to recognize that their temporal 
achievements were as nothing compared to the sanctified role of the pastor, the mission 
of the parish, and the Sacrifice of Calvary.  Adults not only imbibed, but also projected, 
this universe of limited agency.  Just as priests projected their ideals of innocence onto 
the lay faithful, so did lay adults join priests in the romanticization of children.   
Children, in their dependence, in their bodily stature, and in their mental 
development, were ripe vessels for a vivacious cosmology.  In the universe that children 
inhabited, heavenly and earthly creatures, as well as the Creator, watched the little ones 
carefully.  The heavenly host observed children‟s goodness of heart, obedience of mind, 
and devoutness of posture as they lived their lives and participated in the Eucharist.  
Children, on account of their youthful dependence, were deemed the most innocent of all 
God‟s people, and thus the most worthy of service at the altar of the Eucharist.  Perhaps 
this label of innocence was due to the fact that children had encountered fewer occasions 
of sin.  Yet, perhaps children were deemed most innocent simply because they were 
among the most vulnerable and permeable vessels of the pre-Vatican II world.  
Innocence, on this reading, is a social construction/fantasy of power-holding adults.  Such 




they may have been critically propounding a model of sacrificial purity and order in a 
threatening world.  Regardless of the cause, and even if children were not innately pure, 
simple, and Eucharistically-savvy beings, they were made so by the pedagogy of 
watchful adults and guiding catechisms.  Innocence, then, was not a state of purity, but 
rather, a hierarchically-imposed desire for purity.  Indeed, adults in the pre-Vatican II era 
did have volition, yet it sometimes took the form of the imposition of fantasy.  At their 
worst, catechetical sources—intentionally or not—proved to be a means of permeating 
the vulnerable with the sacrificial dreams of religious pedagogy.       
Following the “innocent” example of Catholic children, the faithful were called to 
exhibit an impossible purity, comprised of rituals, postures, and dispositions that were 
saturated with clerical expectations.  Yet, even if the faithful could never “empty 
themselves” enough to be truly pure, at least they could become pliant enough to receive 
the fantasies of their religious superiors.  In the bodies and minds of the faithful, priests 
and other religious leaders could fictively create a world of “simple” parishioners with 
“pure” hearts and “obedient” minds.   
Perhaps the faithful were always “losing control” in their quest for sanctity 
because the pastor could not, in fact, become Christ.  Thus, the one who was to “sanctify 
the parish” could never fulfill his task…because he was a pastor, and not the Sanctifier 
Godself.  Even so, the pastor‟s catechisms could rely on parishioners to create in fiction 
what was not in fact.  In the fantasies variously imposed upon the faithful, the pastor was 




an otherwise-unrealized hierarchy of order.  In this fantasy world, the faithful of Catholic 
Action were suspiciously inactive. 
Regardless of the ultimate aim of the aforementioned rhetoric, it surely left the 
pre-Vatican II family with a disappointing spiritual life.  Ironically, the faithful were 
taught that spiritual strength was culled via agential deference; socially transformative 
agency was not to be found in a world where “the pastor is Christ.”  As part of the 
Mystical Body of Christ, family members were to focus on fostering charity through a 
divinely ordered society; such charity was achieved through proper authority structures, 
through obedience, and through the reverent adoration and reception of the Lord‟s Body 
















  Chapter 3  
“The parish is Christ”:  A World with Agency… 
I. Introduction  
In 1959, Msgr. Josiah Chatham wished to inspire the lay faithful with the 
following words:  “…the Church is Christ in the world today.  Your parish is Christ in 
your neighborhood.  The work of the parish is your work….”
278
  Under this model, the 
parish was understood to be the Mystical Body of Christ in miniature, a part of the wider 
Church yet an indispensible part of the local community as well.  Together, the faithful 
were told that they had a mission that could be fulfilled only as community.  Together, 
the faithful could work toward conversions, fight racism, and combat atheistic 
communism.  In short, good citizenship and religious service were both compatible with 
and desirable for the American parish, which was a living witness to the truth and which 
was deeply needed in its own community.   
Certainly, this was a time when the parish was experiencing great change—
economically, socially and religiously.  Religiously, as will be seen, this was a time of 
continued devotions yet with a new sense of agency through Catholic Action.  Perhaps 
this sense of Catholic Action was spurred on by both the challenges and successes of the 
pre-Vatican II years.  As seen in the previous chapter, in the time leading up to and 
during World War II, Catholics were in need of forming support networks in and through 
their parishes.  These support networks helped Catholics to negotiate religious 
discrimination, labor struggles, and social identity.  Yet, in the economically ascendant 
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years after World War II, Catholic Action possessed a new valence.  Catholics now 
needed to respond to increasing economic disparities between urban and suburban 
worlds, as well as attendant issues of race and class.
279
  Movements such as the Christian 
Family Movement, the Catholic Worker, the interracial movement, and the Catholic 
Social Gospel attempted to inspire families and family members to band together for 
palpable change using their God-given resources.   Thus, this period, while often marked 
by a low-agency model of pedagogy, was also one in which the agency of laity, and of 
families in particular, was undeniable.  To these families, the Eucharist was presented as 
“the very source of grace” and “inseparable” from Catholic Action.
280
  It follows that the 
Eucharist was taught to be the “very source” of social agency in the lives of Catholic 
families.  This chapter‟s exploration then, will grapple with the following questions:  
How was Eucharistic agency reflected in the lives of pre-Vatican II families?  What 
forms did such agency take?  Did the faithful exhibit the agency necessary for social 
transformation and liturgical participation?  In turning to these questions, this chapter will 
examine the pre-Vatican II era with regard to magisterial teaching on the Eucharist, 
devotional life, Catholic Action, family/gender dynamics, and social movements.   
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II. Implicit Agency 
A. The Magisterial Encouragement of Lay Worship  
While it is difficult to know the effect of Catholic pedagogy on liturgical 
participation, one can say that Magisterial teaching—emphasizing sensitivity to daily 
struggles and the need to relax fasting requirements for the sake of lay participation in the 
Eucharist—was responding to a genuinely perceived need among the faithful.  At the 
beginning of the twentieth century, a general sense of turpitude and the difficulty of 
making a proper fast ensured that frequent reception of Holy Communion was 
uncommon. One grateful group of parishioners, in fact, received new papal measures on 
fasting with such joy that they sent a letter to Pius XII himself.
281
  What follows, then, is 
a further elucidation of this Magisterial effort on behalf of the lay faithful, the implicit 
result of which was the proliferation of lay involvement with and access to Eucharist 
worship.        
Beginning with Pius X‟s Sacra Tridentina (1905), the Magisterium endorsed not 
simply frequent communion, but rather, daily nourishment at the “heavenly banquet.”
282
  
The Eucharist, Pius suggested, was implored and encouraged in the praying of the Our 
Father, where “our daily bread” was a realizable, Eucharistic entity.  The Eucharist, 
moreover, was a source of “being united to God” in charity, as well as a source of 
“strength” in daily struggles.
283
  Because of its central importance in the Christian life, 
the faithful were to undergo “careful preparation,” for Communion and were to follow 
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their receipt of the Eucharist with “appropriate thanksgiving.”
284
  Yet the worship of the 
Eucharist, Pius notes, was to take place in and through the practical lives of believers, 
according to the “circumstances” of each.
285
   
Pius XII continued this magisterial widening of Eucharistic access in Christus 
Dominus (1953).  Pius begins his encyclical by echoing previous assertions that the 
Eucharist is “the living Fruit of divine grace,” which gives the faithful strength “to think 
and act in a Christian manner.”
286
  Pius even gives a nod to lay agency in Eucharistic 
devotion when he acknowledges that the “splendor” of Eucharistic worship is made 
manifest in “popular demonstrations.”
287
  In light of the importance of the Eucharist, Pius 
wishes to acknowledge that new fasting laws are required because previous fasting 
regulations have become “very difficult, in these diversified circumstances” of the 
modern world.
288
  While these changes applied to “only those who need these 
concessions,” they showed sensitivity to a wide range of lay challenges.
289
  Firstly, Pius 
affirmed that drinking water was no longer a violation of the Eucharistic fast.
290
  
Additionally, any non-alcoholic beverage could be taken until one hour before 
Communion by any worshipper who faced a serious inconvenience—“by reason of tiring 
work, by reason of the late hours at which alone it is possible for them to attend Mass, or 
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by reason of a long journey which they must take.”
291
  Lastly, for the above reasons, the 
fast from food and alcoholic beverages was to be reduced to three hours.
292
   
In 1957, Pius XII issued another document, Sacram Communionem, which 
echoed all of the above regulations, except that it allowed for all to partake of the three-
hour fast from solids and alcohol as well as the one-hour fast from non-water fluids.  
Nevertheless, the document noted that the old rule of fasting from midnight until 
Communion should be held by those who could follow it.  Also, in an effort to widen the 
accessibility of the Mass to those who faced restrictions of work, travel, etc., the Holy 
Sacrifice was permitted to be celebrated each day after midday.
293
  In a commentary on 
Sacram Communionem, Cardinal Ottaviani noted that these concessions were “adapted to 
the demands of the times.”
294
  Such adaptation in light of the needs of the contemporary 
Church was quite remarkable, and gave the worshipper a Eucharistic agency that she had 
not possessed in some time.  Further, these increased opportunities to receive the 
Eucharist helped to give the laity a sense of the approachability of the font of “divine 
grace.”  Lastly, the reduction of fasting requirements enabled parents and children to 
better cope with the demands of family life—work schedules, hungry children, sickness, 
etc.  These laity and family-sensitive changes, Pius affirms, “will increase the glory of 
God and the holiness of the Mystical Body of Christ.”
295
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B. Catechetical Encouragement for Lay Liturgical/Devotional Life 
1. Formation for and through Mass Attendance 
As with Magisterial sources, it is difficult to know to what extent the average 
layperson heard catechetical voices.  One can say, however, that as much as three-
quarters of all Catholics attended Sunday Mass in this period.  If, then, even non-curial 
Church leaders—in classrooms, in print, and in pulpits—were increasingly asking 
laypersons to appropriate their worship time as a gift from and to their God, one may 
again infer the increasing presence of liturgical agency in the lives of the faithful.  As 
seen in the last chapter, such liturgy and tradition-sensitive agency existed in opposition 
to the secular trends encroaching upon Catholic life.   
In this period, Mass attendance and Eucharistic reverence was taught to be a 
means to make one‟s family “dear” to the Sacred Heart of Jesus; through the Eucharist, 
Jesus was calling families and family members into deeper relationship with him.
296
  A 
good family would, then, visit Jesus in the Mass not only on Sundays, but also at 
weekday Mass, “on birthdays, anniversaries and feast days of patron saints.”
297
  To 
respond to Christ‟s call through the Mass, furthermore, would bring graces not only to 
oneself and one‟s family, but also, into society at large.  Such a society was both a place 
of sinful temptation and danger as well as a place in need of Catholic prayer.
298
  Gently 
put, this relationship was understood as one of invitation.  As Fulton Sheen emphatically 
claims, the laity should draw near to Christ in the Eucharist “[b]ecause He is loving, He is 
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hoping, He is expecting!”
299
  More poignantly, the lay response to Christ‟s Eucharistic 
call was cast as one of “obedience.”
300
  Yet, either way, this Eucharistic theology focused 
upon the necessity of a lay response, that is, an agential answer to Christ‟s invitation to 
families.  Such a response was a way for laypersons to grow in virtue and to “feed” their 
souls with the transformative graces of the Eucharist:  “…as the life of Christ is 
continually renewed in you, so you are gradually transformed into Christ….”
301
  
Preparation for this soulful nourishment should be expressed through “acts of self-
denial…lively faith, firm hope, and of ardent love.”
302
  After receiving Communion, 
prayerful acts of adoration and gratitude were in order.
303
  Thus, while the value of self-
denial would pose a challenge to the agency needed for free Eucharistic worship, these 
documents also encouraged a lay response to the Eucharist that was rooted in the more 
agent-friendly values of trust and charity.   
2. Leadership for and through Mass Attendance 
The above pedagogical sources show that the Eucharist is an important source of 
familial graces.  Yet some pamphlets wished to argue that the Eucharistic life was more 
than simply a process of worship-be blessed-prepare for next Mass.  Rather, some writers 
wished to argue that the family had a role in shaping and enacting Eucharistic worship 
itself.  Thus, Eucharistic grace was not only a font of family life, but also, the graces of 
family life were a font of Eucharistic life.  So important is the connection between the 
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laity and the Eucharist that Fr. Louis Putz explains that, by virtue of their baptism and 
confirmation, lay worshippers participate in the priesthood of Christ through their own 
spiritual “adulthood.”
304
  They are thus needed, in the worship of the Mass, to help to 
prepare for the Eucharistic sacrifice by “[e]ntering fully and consciously into the meaning 
of Christ, into the central mysteries of Christ.”
305
  Such participation is a sign of liturgical 
agency within the laity.  Yet such liturgical participation is not to be expected if the laity 
is not educated to understand its role in the Holy Sacrifice.  Thus, clergy and religious 
have an important duty to inculcate agential awareness within the faithful.   
 As laypersons participate, via baptism and confirmation, in the Mass and in the 
priesthood of Christ, they are called to bring to the Holy Sacrifice all of their worldly 
responsibilities:  family, professional duties, and social station.  Brought to the 
Eucharistic liturgy, all of these earthly charges “can be changed into the body and blood 
of Christ at the moment of consecration.”
306
  Again, Fr. Putz makes some striking claims, 
so striking that they will be quoted at length:  
If people only knew that they make the sacrifice possible through their personal 
and collective contribution, through being the bread and the wine about to be 
changed into the body and blood of Christ, that this is precisely Christ‟s way of 
uniting himself to his people‟s sacrifice, that the miracle of the Mass is Christ 
extending his action of Calvary, which he performed as Head of the human race, 
in His body, the Church, through whom He scoops up, captures all the sacrifices 
of His body from day to day, from one century to another, from one place to 
another—if people only knew that they make this possible, then I am sure that 
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Fr. Putz thus claims that the layperson must realize that, as a key participant in the 
Eucharistic Sacrifice, he or she is “not merely possessing life, but being capable of giving 
life.”
308
  Therefore, the Christian life is not merely to be claimed, but to be lived out and 
offered in the world and at Mass.   
 Fr. Putz has thus drawn an important connection between apostolic work and the 
liturgy, and has brought lay agency into play not just in the world, nor solely in the 
liturgy.  Rather, lay agency is needed before, during, and after liturgical and sacramental 
engagements.  Apostolic work is both a font for and a derivation of the liturgy, precisely 
because “[e]ach Christian, no matter how humble, possesses the Holy Ghost and has his 
personal contribution to make to the community of grace.”
309
  In a more limited yet 
similar vein, Fr. Robert Eiten proposes that the laity live the Christian life both through 
Mass attendance and through the distribution of Catholic reading material, catechesis, 
visiting the sick, assisting pastors, and sodality participation.
310
  Sr. M. Gonzaga points to 
the biblical account of the disciples on the road to Emmaus as drawing a link between 
Eucharist and discipleship:  After the disciples recognize Jesus in the breaking of the 
bread, Jesus sends them forth.
311
  One pamphlet even draws a parallel between the 
sacrifice of the Mass and the necessity of tithing:  “Pray that MY SACRIFICE and 
YOURS may be acceptable to God, the Father Almighty.”  Such a line, the pamphlet 
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3. Formation for and through Catholic Action 
Thus, in the age of Catholic Action, there is a place for agency among the laity, 
both inside the parish church and in the world at large.  Some catechetical sources not 
only encouraged lay participation, but were directly related to, or emerging from, lay-
empowering movements in the Church.  The dual mission of the laity through the 
liturgical life—inside and outside of church—is well-evidenced in the literature of the 
Liturgical Movement and in related documents concerning the lay apostolate and the 
formation of children.  Herein, laypersons and their families were encouraged to find an 
appropriate Catholic identity through their household duties, through their parental and 
gender roles, and through liturgical awareness and participation.   
Indebted to the thought of such persons as Dom Virgil Michel, O.S.B., the 
Liturgical Movement looked to the Mass as a means of unifying the personal, material, 
spiritual, and communal elements of Christian life, thus seeking the restoration of human 
beings and of society at large.
313
  One pamphlet, published by the Liturgical Press, 
describes the movement as follows:  “The Liturgical Movement strives to foster in the 
clergy and the faithful a better understanding of, and a more active participation in the 
official divine service of the Church, in other words, in the liturgy.”
314
  The Liturgical 
Movement, another pamphlet explains, was aiming to bring the liturgy, the celebrant, and 
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the faithful closer together.
315
  This emphasis on liturgical participation had important 
consequences for the life of the family.  As Michel himself argues, the liturgy should 
serve as a source of the family‟s (1) identity and (2) everyday living.  The sacrament of 
marriage‟s 
…mutual giving over of each one to the other is performed at the foot of the altar 
of Christ.  There the holy action is at once cemented by being merged in the very 
sacrifice of Christ in the Mass, and further sealed by intimate sacramental 
communion of husband and wife with the Eucharistic Christ.  The Mass itself 
contains special payers and nuptial blessings for the occasion.  Thus the Christian 
family takes its rise out of the central liturgical life of the Church, as is most 




Michel offers a vision of family life that finds its origin and grounding in the Mass itself; 
the family can be identified by its agential and mutual giving of spouses, a giving which 
is also an offering to God.  Moreover, the communion of the spouses is not only an 
offering to God, but also a venue for God to be strengthened by Christ‟s offering of 
Eucharistic communion.  This communion empowers the spouses, and their children, to 
be a unit of the Mystical Body.  Their place in the Mystical Body is not only found in 
church, though.  As Michel notes, in receiving the “sacrificial action” of Eucharistic 
communion, family members are given nourishment so that they might gratefully 
worship God in both the liturgy and in daily life:  
If Communion is spiritual nourishment for living the divine life, then the only true 
way of showing our gratitude is to go out and live the divine life—live it from the 
very moment of reception on, first in our prayers as far as possible according to 
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In the Liturgical Movement, the family found agency, definition, and mission—
inside and outside the walls of the parish.  As such, the proponents of the movement 
would agree with Fr. Putz and others that the faithful—and faithful families—have an 
important and intimate role in the Eucharistic sacrifice.  This Eucharistic intimacy gives 
rise to the unity of the Mystical Body of Christ.  “It is the Heavenly bread which 
spiritually transforms into Christ by love,” Fr. Forrest asserts.
318
  As the Liturgical Press 
pamphlet further explains, the love of God and the love of neighbor are both the 
command of Christ and are thus inseparable:  “Not only are the liturgical life and 
Catholic Action inseparable, but the two together go to the very heart of the Christian 
dispensation.”
319
  As such, the liturgy is the source of human solidarity and a model of 
true human society.
320
  This solidarity surely extends to the first of all societies, namely, 
the family.   
4. Leadership for and through Catholic Action 
The Mystical Body, then, is the link between liturgy and Catholic Action, 
between the Eucharist and apostolic work.  One such work, seen above, is the education 
of children.  As one catechism guide explains, “A mother praying with her little one, 
giving him an example of respect for God‟s house, etc…, is beginning this education.  A 
catechist who helps the child to discover God‟s greatness and holiness, who forms the 
child‟s conscience, etc…, is continuing it.”
321
  Through such education, children will 
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enter into their own “religious awakening.”
322
 Thus, the agency of the parent or teacher is 
a necessary ingredient in the agential development of the child.   
 Another means of actively engaging Christian life was in and through the liturgy 
itself.  As seen above, one could facilitate the Eucharistic sacrifice through active 
participation in liturgical prayer, by conscious reflection and the volitional offering of 
one‟s quotidian labors.  Additionally, lay Catholics were invited to view such activities as 
choir-singing as an apostolic work in itself.  A choir singer helps to celebrate the “holy 
mysteries” of the Mass and is likened to the disciples who surrounded Jesus on the night 
before he died: “…he is numbered, as it were, among the disciples who were near the 
master at the Last Supper, and „sang a hymn‟ with Him!”
323
  Music ministry was 
considered so Eucharistically-driven that the same pamphlet goes on to encourage choirs 
to receive Communion together.
324
  Agential service and Eucharistic worship are 
intertwined in matters of prayer, pedagogy, family, and profession.  
 Family members thus received an agential call to offer themselves and their works 
in Eucharistic worship.  Yet, in keeping with the hopes of the Liturgical Movement, 
families were also called to grow closer together by receiving the Eucharist together.  As 
with the collective Communion of the church choir, familial Communion would draw 
families together in the Mystical Body, priming them for service to each other and in the 
world.  The charity and solidarity of Communion would unite families, as “the members 
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of His Mystical Body” who “may be offered up” with Christ in the Mass and further 
strengthened to serve in the world and in the home.   
A second familial apostolic work, alluded to previously, was participation in 
parish sodalities.  Through these sodalities, family members—usually parents, but 
sometimes school-age children—would join one another for fellowship and support, 
common prayer, parish service, and, in particular, Eucharistic piety.  Thus, the Legion of 
Mary was known for its work in catechesis, youth ministry, and frequent Mass 
attendance.   The youth wing of the organization even set about the tasks of 
evangelization and conversion of their peers.
325
  For the Legion‟s apostolic work, 
liturgical worship was an indispensible source of “virtue and strength.”
326
  Such devotion 
to apostolic work was also a manifestation of worshippers‟ gratitude for these Eucharistic 
graces.   
The other facet of familial apostolic work took place in the home itself.   The 
home could be a site of explicit worship.  One pamphlet, alluded to above, advocated a 
national Family Holy Hour in tandem with a renewal of marriage vows.  This Holy Hour 
included prayers to the Holy Family and the Blessed Mother, prayers for deceased family 
members, the renewal of vows themselves, and a spoken pledge to uphold “wholesome 
family life.”
327
  Quite notably, the Holy Hour concluded with the Benediction of the 
Blessed Sacrament.  Another Holy Hour, acknowledging the agency of families in 
choosing when and how to pray together, encouraged that they unite their Holy Hour to a 
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Mass.  The Holy Hour booklet even included an international Mass chart, so that families 
could see which Mass most closely corresponded to their chosen payer time.
328
  Such a 
union between family and global liturgy helped to unite the faithful to the wider mission 
of the Church.     
In the preceding examples, one sees a clear interconnection between the family 
apostolate and Eucharistic life.  Families brought their prayers and renewed commitments 
before, and united themselves to, the Blessed Sacrament.  It was the Eucharist itself that 
strengthened families to live out, once again, their mission in the world.  In fact, one Holy 
Hour booklet encouraged that prayer before the Blessed Sacrament be done in this 
manner: “But I know that You have placed me in the world and have given me certain 
tasks that You want me to fulfill…married or single, as housewife or working man, as 
son or daughter, it is Your word that must guide me in all my relations to others and 
activities in the world.”
329
 
Beyond explicit worship practice, parents were also called to teach and to nourish 
their children, thus preparing them for and enacting the nourishing graces of the 
Eucharist.  One document, noted above, presents a rather striking model of a familial 
apostolate that is given “new life” by the “holy Mass”:   
He has put you into your own little home; He has enclosed you in your own little  
circle.  But never forget; all this has its divine purpose; this is His quiet, sweet 
way of coming down into the lives of your husband and children, your neighbors 
and friends.  Through you Christ will draw all these souls to Himself; for in you 
they will see not only a wife, a mother, a friend, but another Christ living His own 
life:  this is the sublime truth of the Mystical Body….
330
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Thus, parenting and household care was portrayed as an agential means to living the 
Christian life.  Yet it is important to note that the above passage is addressed specifically 
to mothers.  Moreover, the above passage, while granting apostolic agency to mothers, 
does so only through the confining expectations of mid-century domesticity; female 
agency exists insomuch as it is home-bound, “quiet,” and “sweet.”  Fathers are notably 
absent from this apostolic exhortation, perhaps on the assumption that they are the bread-
winners, and not care-givers, of the family.  It also assumes that children will naturally 
and obediently follow the example of their parental authorities.  The Eucharist, then, can 
be seen to empower through constraint.  This kind of empowerment, tempered by 
domestic and gendered expectations, is a common theme in this period.  Accordingly, the 
following section will not only examine the literature of the period, but also the practices 
of the time, in order gain a better sense of the gendering of liturgical, devotional, and 
familial life.  Like the liturgical apostolate, “Catholic” gender roles were meant to infuse 
all of Catholic life, from worship to workplace.  Yet, the historical record is able to 
confirm that these roles were agentially appropriated in ways that both did and did not 
conform to catechetical expectations.    
III. Explicit Agency   
A. Family and Gender  
1. Formation for and through Devotional Practice 
So often assumed to be “meek,” “nurturing,” and in need of masculine “strength” 
women‟s agency was often granted only within the restricted sphere of domestic duties:  




activities often tacitly recognized the willingness of women to “nurture” and, perhaps, to 
lead, spiritual devotions.  In the words of Father Stang, “In church men are shy and timid; 
they feel more comfortable in the rear than in the front; they come in last and leave 
first…Women, on the contrary, push themselves forward in church as if they owned 
it.”
331
  Such agency on the part of women was a threat to the traditional conception of 
male headship.  Thus, male reticence toward public devotional practice often meant that 
they were especially privileged in parish devotions, especially vis-à-vis their female 
counterparts.  For example, men often did not go to confession, an important prerequisite 
for Communion; thus, priests tried hear male confessions first, or in a special location, so 
as to make men feel privileged.
332
   
Such a pattern attended to Eucharistic devotions as well.  In light of men‟s 
reticence for participation, Adoration guilds were created just for them.  For example, in 
1936, Benedictine sisters in Arizona assembled a group of men for weekly Eucharistic 
Adoration.  Only later were women invited to join their husbands; recognizing that not all 
would be able to come, special hours were created for the women.  Surely, the runner-up 
invitation communicates women‟s subordination through this devotion.  Yet, this 
subordination was further established in that it was assumed that women may not be able 
to attend, presumably because of family obligations; these obligations are not presumed 
to affect men.
333
  Therefore, it would seem that devotional practice confirmed the laud 
and demand for “manliness” seen in the pedagogical literature.  In fact, one Adoration 
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society was praised for fostering an “army” of praying men, as it was looking for 
“adorers who will recognize His divinity in a practical, manly way…There is no room for 
softies in the Society.”
334
  
As embodied in the wider context of pre-Vatican II American Catholicism, and as 
copiously evidenced in contemporaneous pedagogical literature, American Catholic 
women were awash in a sea of romanticized suffering and institutionalized male 
preference.  Accordingly, women constructed private devotional lives that helped them to 
make sense of an oft-patriarchal Church.  Instead of being apostolically commissioned by 
Eucharistic grace, some women left the Mass in need of creating protective barriers and 
coping mechanisms for the world around them.  As Robert Orsi explains, denied agency 
in popular thought, women also tended to deny their own agency through their 
relationship with St. Jude.  Through personal prayer, novenas, prayer vigils, group 
devotions, and the veneration of sacred relics, women would beseech the saint for all of 
their needs, needs which confirm the claims of the devotional literature:  Women were 
primarily concerned with family relationships, the well-being of their spouses and 
children, household chores, etc.  Orsi thus tells of a woman who offered a novena for her 
husband‟s employment.  She later reported, “I am so happy to say that he went to work 
the other day.  I am sure that without St. Jude‟s help he would have failed to secure 
employment.”
335
  Therefore, the dutiful wife, while taking spiritual responsibility for her 
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husband, attributes the success of her endeavors not to her own agency, but to that of St. 
Jude.
336
   
Even those support groups which women formed—for prayer, fellowship, and 
support—reinforced the notion that women‟s place was in the private order.  By finding 
strength in the saints, the women were empowered merely to perpetuate the gender roles 
that they were given.  By allowing themselves to find the blessings of women‟s 
companionship in and through their common domestic struggles, women allowed 
themselves to identify with those duties that fettered them.
337
  In short, that which 
provided balm for women‟s aches also cemented their place in the domestic order.  That 
which allowed women to find domestic comfort was also a source of their domestication. 
As Orsi explains, “Jude turns out to have been Judas after all.”
338
 
The effects of devotional practice—even according to the male-dominant model 
of the devotional literature—were not entirely negative for women, however.  Though the 
saints were part of a cycle of female subservience, they were indeed an outlet for the 
fatigues, fears, and pains of the women who prayed to them.  These women were able to 
see in the saints those Eucharistically-gained virtues that they themselves needed to 
survive the day—patience, persistence, self-giving, fidelity, etc.  Facing children who 
were distancing themselves—physically and intellectually—from their gender norms, the 
saints provided women with spiritual friends with whom they could identify, friends who 
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could understand their concerns.
339
  Technically, husbands were companions to women 
across gender spheres; however, within their own sphere, women were often left to face 
their troubles as lonely “queens.”  Therefore, devotion to the saints may have provided a 
sense of union, presence, and peace.  Furthermore, though such women were often left to 
handle their “duties” by themselves, common devotion to the saints gave women a sense 
of sisterhood.  Through devotional meetings, common prayer, and remembering one 
another in prayer, women were able to create a spiritual family that was free from male 
gender impositions.
340
  In short, saints may have helped to mediate a sense of the 
Mystical Body of Christ, in which women found solidarity and strength as they enacted 
their domestic apostolate.  Surely, the camaraderie and comforts of devotional culture 
were liberating for women, and they solidified women‟s spiritual importance in the 
church and their managerial importance in the home.
341
   
2. Leadership for and through Catholic Action and the Apostolate 
Despite programmatic male-preference within the devotional literature and among 
Adoration societies, confessions, etc., women were given a much more equal place in 
parish-related devotions than was often conveyed by the pedagogical rhetoric of the era.  
As such, the apostolic agency that some attributed to the Eucharist was often a lived 
reality for women, perhaps even more so than the apostolic literature would wish to 
support.  For example, men were given official “headship” over planning the meetings of 
the Christian Family Movement.  Yet, behind the closed doors of the CFM meeting, men 
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and women participated equally.  Questions were often directed toward both genders, 
allowing couples to contribute in a balanced way.  Also, aside from planning the 
meetings, men and women were given equal charge of running the CFM sessions.
342
  In 
fact, even certain pieces of devotional literature broke with traditional gender 
expectations.  As early as the 1940‟s, and certainly in the 1950‟s, marriage literature 
(from organizations like the CFM) was advocating the importance of sexual expression 
and mutuality.
343
 Additionally, these CFM meetings were granting both men and women 
agency in social action and social change.  As the introductory manual of the CFM 
argues, in light of the unity of the Mystical Body, “The natural place for a family group 
to start is in the neighborhood…You must know your neighbor.”
344
  Beyond this equality, 
women were also given a certain equality, and perhaps even priority, within the walls of 
their parish.  Bishop Aloysius J. Muench, of Fargo, North Dakota, advocated that both 
husbands and wives should join parish discussion clubs: “When a husband and wife join 
a club together, the same definite avenues of religious thought are open to both, and 
topics of religion are discussed with the rest of the family.”
345
  Thus, Bishop Muench 
grants equal agency to both parents, as they explore their faith and as they agentially 
share that faith with their children.   
Furthermore, as Orsi explains, examples of female agency, and perhaps headship, 
existed at the level of parish practice.  Italian American women, for example, often 
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occupied a central role in parish prayer life, standing at the helm of prayer groups, parish 
processions, and community funerals.
346
 As noted above, though, women‟s participation 
in devotional life sometimes served to lock women into a system of insidious role-
stagnation and subservience; however, it is a great irony that many of these role-limiting 
activities transpired under female authority and initiative.  Though sometimes fettering, a 
“woman‟s role” was endowed with notable power.  
3. A Divided Message:  Lay Headship and Formation in and through 
                                               Domestic Life 
Even outside of individual devotions, women were accorded greater status than 
contemporaneous pedagogical literature implies.  In certain American Catholic homes, 
however, this status was more akin to dominance.  In exploring this, one turns to Orsi‟s 
discussion of the domus, the essential unit of family life in Catholic Harlem.  In some 
ways, the domus confirms the worldview of the devotional literature.  Obedience and 
order predominated in home life, and the home itself was viewed as a sanctuary where 
“correct” values were maintained and propagated, and where suitable men and women 
were prepared for marriage.
347
  Home, as pedagogical literature corroborates, was a 
school of virtue and a training ground for future wives and husbands.  Sons were 
expected to be obedient and respectful; women were expected to be obedient and pure.  
In fact, purity was so important that boys were veritably forbidden to date girls with bad 
reputations, and girls were expected to marry the first boy they dated.  Thus, the domus 
was a unit of propagating gender norms across generations.  The insistence on parental 
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authority was heightened as children threatened the domus with independence.  As such, 
issues of partnership and marriage were strictly regulated, so as to compel children to 
conform to rigid gender/dating norms.  Regarding the place of men in the family, fathers 
were notoriously wrathful and demanded public displays of respect.  For example, one 
father was highly insulted when his daughter refused to kiss his hand in the presence of 
one of her friends.
348
  Women were also deferent to their husbands in public, often 
proclaiming that a household decision must ultimately come from the men in the family.  
Furthermore, father, brother, and uncles all had a say in the selection of a mate for a 
young woman in the family.  Thus, regarding the public matters of courtship and 
marriage, men insisted upon and received public deference.
349
  
However, while it was men who held public deference, women were in fact the 
ones who held the real potency in the domus.  As one young man expressed, if his father 
should try to pass the limits of his authority, he would not hesitate to defend his mother.  
After all, he knew “what‟s what.”  “What did he know?” asks Orsi, who suggests that this 
young man knew that the real deference of the household was given to its matriarch.
350
  
Mothers were the ones who truly wielded veto power with regard to their children‟s 
dates; mothers were also the source of disciplinary action; accordingly, if any child 
wished to have household authority, it had to be derived from the mother.  Therefore, 
public patriarchy was “highly theatrical in nature.”
351
  As one man remembers, his 
mother would publicly extol her husband‟s authority, yet all involved knew that her 
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husband spent his days musing about what he would do “if only [he] had the 
power….”
352
 Yet, this degree of female-control over the domus was not without its 
conflicts.  Husbands frequently resented their children‟s deference to their mother, as 
well as their own.  Accordingly, this rage would work its way into physical and 
psychological neglect and abuse.  Orsi consequently asks, “Who held the real power 
here—the women who had to uphold the standards of the domus or the men who put 
them to the test?”
353
  By virtue of the role they held, women wielded a certain power, but 
again, it was this very role—private rule, public pauper—that locked women into their 
traditional public character: “humble, submissive, obedient.”
354
  In public, women did 
indeed conform to the norms of pedagogical literature.
355
   
Women‟s private power was both a challenge to and a confirmation of the 
pedagogical literature‟s norms.  They, and not the husband, ruled “the society”; however, 
this was only by virtue of their role as defender of the domus, guarantor of household 
order, and guardian of child virtue.  Moreover, women only had power inasmuch as they 
continued the ruse of publicly-sanctioned meekness; as such, to rebel against abuse was 
unthinkable.  Lastly, women often used their unspoken authority in order to chastise 
younger women.  Daughters suspected of violating dating norms and the like were met 
with harsh punishment.  Thus, in order to gain and assert their power, women had to 
become the long-suffering and silent presence that Catholic devotional literature wanted 
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   In the domus, Orsi affirms, “[Women‟s] power, although it is real, is also 
their powerlessness.”
357
   
In this period, women surely possessed agency, yet this agency was not always in 
line with gendered expectations.  Moreover, this agency often took forms that were 
unlike the Eucharistic agency that the pedagogical rhetoric preached.  Women‟s agency 
was often one of social coping and power struggle, not of peaceful protection and 
charitable service.  Thus, if the Eucharist, and its worship, was truly the source of agency 
in the lives of women, that agency was both hard to come by and easily distorted.  
Something was indeed amiss in pre-Vatican II family life.  Yet, men‟s and women‟s 
existence as agential beings—in liturgy, in social life, and in the home—was not to be 
disputed; attempts to quell this agency only made women‟s self-assertion more 
determined and, perhaps, more violent.  Clearly, agential worship and agential service 
were supposed to be at the heart of true living, and thus at the heart of Christian grace 
flowing from the Eucharist.  Yet, as seen above, the early-mid twentieth-century 
worshipper was fully capable of being denied agency through the sacramental system and 
was fully able to exert agency in potentially harmful ways.  Of course, in the sacramental 
system of this era, lay agency was not necessary for the existence of, and the flow of 
grace coming from, the Eucharist.  Yet, if the Eucharist were to be somehow involved in 
the lives of families, it was clear that both Church and society had not fully worked out 
how.   Likewise, Church and society were clearly harboring structures that did not always 
seem to help the tasks of daily living or the upbuilding of community.   
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 Children, in this ambiguous system, also showed volition in myriad ways.  As 
parents were urged to engage topics of religion “with the rest of the family,” the agency 
of children was indirectly invoked.
358
  Such religious sharing within the family was 
essential, in fact, as it would promote children‟s “religious awakening,” to be most fully 
realized in the Eucharist.
359
  So important was the welfare of children that one rite of 
Christian marriage renewal referred to children as having a “paramount” place within the 
family.  The rite, of note, concluded with and was solemnified by the Benediction of the 
Blessed Sacrament.
360
  Thus, in the rhetoric of the era, children can be seen to hold an 
agential role in familial and Eucharistic life.  Their agency was further affirmed by the 
sociological realities of the period.  Newly integrated into American society, often with 
opportunities and education unknown to their parents, children possessed great agency, 
both as worshipers and as family members.  The authority of parents, as religious 
teachers and as household governors, was truly dependent upon children.  If children did 
not receive the teaching of their parents, and if they did not adhere to parental authority, 
the domestic order, traditionally conceived, would shatter.  As seen in the previous 
chapter, children had the power to embody or to denigrate the hopes of preceding 
generations.   
Surely, agency was endemic to the life of mothers, fathers, and children.  It 
follows that this agency was, and should have been, essential to the enactment of 
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Eucharistic virtue.  Yet, like that of their parents, children‟s agency did not always seem 
to result in the charity and unity that the Eucharist was supposed to engender.   
B. Catechesis and Praxis United:  Lay Ownership of and through  
                                                 Social Movements  
The agential inversion of traditional social expectations was not only evident in 
the inner workings of the family, but also in the emerging social movements of the pre-
Vatican II era.  As with the support of family and gender roles, there existed catechesis 
and apostolic organizations that encouraged social change both inside and outside of 
church buildings, both inside and outside of homes.  Yet, unlike the unpredictable 
manifestations of Catholic gender identity, much of the social message and social praxis 
of Catholicism in this period appears to form a more seamless whole.   
 Laypersons, for example, were encouraged to exercise their agency by supporting 
the parish system that made the sacraments possible.  First of all, fathers and mothers 
were asked to support their children, teachers, and pastors through financial contributions 
to their parish; families were thus seen as financial stewards of the Church.
361
  Beyond 
financial giving, however, laypersons were encouraged to manage the financial programs 
of the parish.   
Other facets of lay involvement at the parish level concerned education.  For 
example, laypersons were invited to assist the parish as catechism teachers.  As one 
author wrote, “To teach is one of the chief functions of the Church in this world.”
362
  
Lastly, the layperson was called to represent his parish, and the Church at large, though 
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his witness in society.  This witness included the conversion of souls and Christian 
example in the home, in the factory, and in civic matters.
363
  As one layperson, Donald 
Thorman, writes, “This is what we mean when we say we must reconstruct the 
institutions of society.  Marriage and family life, political life, education, recreation and 
our economic system must be brought into conformity with both their own basic nature 
and Christian principles.”
364
  As seen above, the pre-Vatican II era witnessed a body of 
thought, which affirmed that societal transformation must take place on the level of the 
family and through parish service.  Yet the preceding passage also points to the 
importance of the economic sphere.  In keeping with the Holy See‟s social encyclicals, 
lay apostles—primarily breadwinning fathers—were encouraged to enter into just unions 
and fair labor relations.  Employers were expected to treat their employees well.  
Employees, conversely, were expected to honor their job‟s expectations.  Turning again 
to Thorman, good working conditions were important “to adequately 
support…families.”
365
  Thus, family members found an economic apostolate at the level 
of the parish and in their professional lives.   
Lastly, the purpose of the lay apostolate reached even beyond the parish, the 
home, and the workplace.  The pedagogical function of the lay apostolate included being 
a moral witness for social change at large.  The layperson was to work “…to alleviate 
prejudice and [to place] a steady pressure on the institutional level to change 
discriminatory laws and customs.”  All of these apostolic works—economic, educational, 
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and civic—aimed at social transformation, including the improvement of children‟s 
sacramental formation, the amelioration of parish facilities, and the alleviation of racial 
injustice.
366
  As one priest urged, the lay apostolate should be modeled not after priests or 
religious community, but after those persons who worked to improve civil society and to 
care for family members, for the Church, and for Church leaders—people like St. Joseph, 
Nicodemus, and Joseph of Arimethea.
367
  Modeled after such heroes, the layperson—and 
perhaps a father in particular—was to “use his influence to shape the society to meet the 
current needs of the parish, the diocese and the Universal Church.”
368
  Surely, then, lay 
agency was involved in the support of the Church and in the enactment of the 
transformative sacramental graces that the Church granted:  “…the Church projects 
Christ through time and place,” Msgr. Chatham affirmed.
369
  To the laity, Msgr. Chatham 
specifically offered the work of bringing Christ into the world:  “The work of the parish 
is your work.”
370
  In matters financial, educational, and civic, the layperson might be able 
to aid the Church, in the words of Pius XII, “even better than the priest.”
371
 
 In line with devotional movements and parish involvement, organizations like the 
Christian Family Movement (CFM) also recognized the primacy of lay leadership.  
Founded by a lay couple, Pat and Patty Crowley, the CFM would speak of issues of 
social responsibility, neighborhood health, and family happiness.  Seen above, it often 
involved both spouses on a relatively level playing field.  What is more, CFM chaplains 
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even spoke of the movement in terms that re-ordered traditional hierarchies.  One CFM 
chaplain declared that priests “must respect the autonomy of the layman in his proper 
field of responsibility.  And it is the laity who are responsible in the domestic area—the 
area of the family.  The clergy in this context are assistants.”
372
  Indeed, such ideas could 
pose a challenge to traditional Catholic decorum, yet they also conveyed a very serious 
desire to live out the diverse gifts of the Mystical Body of Christ.
373
  According to 
movements such as the CFM, families possessed an indispensible role in Catholic Action.  
Such a role was well-compatible with catechesis that urged families to enact Eucharistic 
grace in the world at large.   
 Seen earlier, one of the images from this era was that of the entire parish acting as 
Christ in the neighborhood.  This notion was mirrored in some of the social movements 
of the day.  Through social networking and through a newspaper bearing its name, the 
heavily lay-driven Catholic Worker Movement tried to inspire individuals and 
communities in the common effort of living with simplicity and working to eradicate 
social injustices.  One of its founders, Dorothy Day, affirmed that sacrifice, reverence, 
and worship were essential to the Catholic worker way of life.  In a 1936 edition of the 
Catholic Worker, Day writes,  
„Not only is there no chance of knowing Christ without partaking of that Food 
that He has left us [the Eucharist], but also we can't know each other unless we sit 
down to eat together. We learn to know each other in the breaking of the bread. 
When the stranger comes to us to be fed, we know because Christ told us so, that 
inasmuch as we have fed one of His hungry ones we have fed Him.‟
374
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Thus, the adorational and unitive dimensions of the Eucharist were surely present in the 
Catholic Worker Movement.  Yet this movement also saw that the Eucharist involved 
service, and the Catholic Worker incited the active protest of the abuse of wealth, such as 
a demonstration in front of the home of the heiress of Woolworth‟s.
375
  The Catholic 
Worker was also a hard and fast campaigner for pacifism and disarmament.  Furthermore, 
the movement united the work of social intellectuals with those who served “in the 
trenches,” using Catholic Worker resources to feed, clothe, and socio-politically improve 
the conditions of those in need through a loose network of operations that functioned as 
halfway houses, intentional communities, and centers for community organizing.
376
  
Thus, the Catholic Worker Movement encouraged union across demographics, group-
belonging, and devotions.  Yet it did so in a way the encouraged activism over deference, 
the pursuit of justice over stasis, and critical agency over the acceptance of reigning 
power structures.   
 Allied to movements like the Catholic Worker was the “supernatural sociology” 
of Msgr. Paul Hanley Furfey.  Akin to its Protestant Social Gospel counterpart, Furfey‟s 
thought was focused upon inspiring believers to dedicate themselves to improving the 
plight of the poor and to understanding the causes of marginalization and racism.  Furfey 
also gave an important place to faith-in-action.  He espoused group action and political 
networking to alleviate social injustices, but, like the Catholic Worker, he understood his 
movement to be rooted in spirituality.  While politics was an important avenue for the 
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“reformation of society,” it was more essential to rely upon “the sacraments and 
prayer.”
377
  Yet, while the Worker‟s roots, and its theology, lay in journalism and 
intentional community, Furfey‟s work was more theoretical and ideological in nature.  It 
was certainly meant to inspire networking and organization, and Furfey himself co-
founded two Worker-type houses in Washington, D.C.—Fides Neighborhood House and 
El Poverello House.
378
  Furfey‟s overall project, though, was not attached to particular 
communities as was the Worker; it was, rather, a sociological and faith-based 
exploration, aiming to foster an awareness of social inequality and an impetus for social 
action.  Indeed, Furfey was concerned that the work of justice be rooted in charity, so that 
unity might be upheld among all of the faithful:  “We must live the doctrine of the 
Mystical Body of Christ by showing charity to all groups.  We must neither hate the rich 
nor fawn upon them.  Our social movement must recognize no distinctions of nationality, 
color, or social class.”
379
  Thus, Furfey‟s social thought was meant, in part, to be a 
message of action, upholding believers as transformative agents in the world; he insisted 
that the faithful could work together to bring about greater justice.  Yet his thought also 
privileged the role of intellectual and faith-based inquiry, personal prayer, and the 
sacraments.  As individuals and as the Mystical Body, Catholics possessed an 
indispensible calling in the world.   
Messages like Furfey‟s served as a catechesis in the adorational and unitive 
elements of worship, as well as the transformative potential of the Mystical Body.  The 
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above movements were concerned with a democratization of agency, in which each 
believer could pursue the path of charity and justice.  These movements also privileged a 
questioning of the status quo much more so than the acceptance of seemingly timeless 
structures of authority and practice.  Indeed, the Catholicism of the CFM, Catholic 
Worker, Furfey, and others helped to teach an important message.  Working and 
worshipping together, the parish could be Christ within and among the community.   
Labor movements also marked an agential and apostolic struggle among 
American Catholics.  Seen above, Catholic laypeople in this period—perhaps especially 
fathers—were encouraged to organize into labor unions, managerial associations, and 
political bodies, for the sake of promoting “conditions which will allow all who want to 
work an opportunity to adequately support themselves and their families.”
380
  After all, 
“…a reasonably human existence is a necessary basis for a successful spiritual life.”
381
  
These hopes were materialized through such efforts as Dennis Comey‟s labor school in 
1940‟s and 50‟s Philadelphia.  The labor school emphasized worker rights and 
concomitant responsibilities, respect between workers and management, just pay, and just 
profits.
382
  Such were the hallmarks of the social teaching of Leo XIII and Pius XI.  One 
labor organizer even referred to an “enlightened employer” as one who “knew [Pius XI‟s] 
Quadragesimo Anno.”
383
  The labor movement was so much a part of the culture, in fact, 
that it found its way to the silver screen.  Karl Malden‟s portrayal of a labor priest in “On 
the Waterfront” (1954) evidences the agential principles of the labor movement:  “Christ 
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is in the shape-up…Christ works on a pier…Christ goes to a union meeting and sees how 
few go.”
384
  These words, while striking and agential of their own accord, are also 
striking for two additional reasons.  Firstly, they were not simply from a movie script, but 
rather, they were based on a real sermon by Jesuit John Corridan.  Secondly, these words 
were meant to inspire agency and justice among dockworkers, among actual laypersons 
who were seeking to engage and transform their environment.  Indeed, the hopes of the 
Liturgical Movement and widening Eucharistic access are found in the labor movement.  
If the liturgy was meant to inspire social engagement, and if the Eucharist was the font of 
all strength, surely it was the Eucharistic Christ that empowered dockworkers in their 
diurnal struggles. 
  C. Catholic Action and the Interracial Movement:  Another Divided Message 
Lastly, the interracial movement was an important site of Catholic Action.  The 
following quotation, meant to inspire lay apostolic action, is typical of socially-minded 
Catholic Action pamphlets of the era:  “You can play a part in solving the race question, 
one of the greatest moral and institutional problems of our times.”
385
  In a time when 
urban demographics were shifting, especially after World War II, the merger of 
traditionally “white” parishes with “non-white minorities” was a pressing challenge.  In 
the face of such challenges, Catholics responded agentially, yet not always according to 
Eucharistic charity.   
In 1950‟s Chicago, for example, redlining and urban development brought 
sweeping changes to traditionally white Catholic neighborhoods.  As African Americans 
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moved into such areas as Chicago‟s Trumbull Park, these families were met with angry 
mobs, physical threats, and explosives.
386
  Hoping to quell the violence and support the 
peaceable integration of the neighborhood and parish, the lay-inclusive Catholic 
Interracial Council (CIC) stepped into a mediatory role.  In the process of aiding the 
community, the CIC arranged a discussion with some of the embattled African 
Americans parishioners.  In the course of the discussion, painful realities were revealed:  
“All of the time we attended St. Kevin‟s Church we were called names,” said one 
woman, “even during Mass….When we went to the communion rail there were 
comments….”
387
  Thus, in the Trumbull Park conflict, Catholic agency is revealed in 
both constructive and destructive ways.  Surely, the efforts of the CIC evidenced socially 
constructive agency, and thus, a social mission that was both offered and strengthened in 
the Eucharist.  Yet violence and racial prejudice within the neighborhood, emerging from 
Catholics themselves, is a sign of harmful agency.  Both the existence of harmful agency 
and the social systems in which it held sway would seem to be unexplained by much of 
the Eucharistic pedagogy of the day.  Such violent agency, moreover, would seem to be 
quite apart from Eucharistic grace, and as the Trumbull Park violence shows, such 
agency might even result in slander at the Communion rail itself.    
IV. Conclusion 
Surely, in this period, families and family members exhibited an agency that 
could not be suppressed.  Such agency was found in and through the Mass, Catholic 
Action, sodalities, home worship, domestic duties, social activism, and so on.  Such 
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agency was formative of worshippers, of leaders, of world-maintainers, and of world-
transformers.  While not always peaceable or constructive, this agency surely impacted 
the social world of pre-Vatican II Catholic families—in the neighborhood, in the parish, 
and in the home.  If the Eucharist, as the font of all graces, was the source of all 
charitable transformation, families would truly need and benefit from the Eucharist.  Yet, 
if these graces were not present in the lives of families, somehow they were not 
connecting to the Eucharist or the Eucharist was not fully connected to them.  Somehow, 
the hopes of pastoral theology were out of step with pastoral realities.  Somehow, the 
parish was not fully acting as Christ in the neighborhood, nor were families fully acting 
as Eucharistically empowered apostolates.  Indeed, it would seem that families, 
minorities, women, and children in particular, were bound into social systems that made 
it difficult to understand, receive, and enact the charity and freedom of Eucharistic grace.  
Indeed, Eucharistic catechesis taught the enduring presence of the Eucharist regardless of 
whether the faithful received it, or enacted it, correctly.  Yet, a theology seeking to 
promote Eucharistic sustenance for the Catholic family would need to open itself more 










  Chapter 4  
“People who see us must see Christ.”  A World of Eucharistic Agency 
I. Introduction 
In 1963, the Second Vatican Council voted, nearly unanimously, to promulgate its 
first document, the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, or Sacrosanctum Concilium.  The 
document calls the faithful “a royal priesthood” who should be encouraged toward “fully 
conscious, and active participation in liturgical celebrations.”
388
  Participation is 
explained as the laity‟s understanding, recitation, and engagement of the prayers of the 
Mass, which can even be said in their own, “vernacular language.”
389
  Moreover, a “more 
perfect form of participation” would entail receiving “the Lord's body” at Communion.
390
  
The goal of this kind of Eucharistic participation and reception is not only “to worship 
God dully,” but also “to practice charity,” that is, “to build up the body of Christ.”
 391
 
Also in 1963, a booklet entitled Leadership in the Christian Family Movement 
encouraged couples to foster “participation,” that is, to help others “develop.”
392
  They 
can do so, the booklet explains, both in their semi-weekly meetings and by “…being 
personally attentive to the people, whom we meet each day.”
393
  This kind of 
attentiveness to others, the booklet notes, is one of the “sacrifices” that can be “united to 
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the sacrifice of Jesus” in the Mass.
394
  If its members are to participate fully in the Mass, 
then, the CFM notes that “People who see us must see Christ.”
395
 
No longer told only that “the priest is Christ,” the faithful are now called a “royal 
priesthood.”  No longer asked to make Mass a matter of perfect posture and fasting, the 
faithful are asked to “unite” their care for others to the Eucharist through their own 
“participation.”  This participation, moreover, is not simply a matter of liturgical 
engagement, but rather, a matter of helping others “to see Christ.”  Here, the laity is asked 
to participate in building up “the body of Christ,” both at liturgy and in the wider world. 
II. An Agential Time
396
 
This emphasis on “participation” highlights an important historical moment.  In 
the United States, and in the world at large, the 1960‟s and 70‟s were marked by 
reasserted and newly asserted social agency.  The U.S. was at war, most obviously 
through a political struggle with communist Russia and Viet Nam.  Many Americans 
offered their cooperation to the war effort, through military service and through domestic 
support.  Yet a growing number of Americans, Catholic Workers among them, 
vociferously opposed the war effort.
397
  The United States was the battleground for 
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internal struggles as well, with the Civil Rights Movement and with the sexual and 
feminist revolutions.   
As noted previously, in this era, white Catholics began to rival the level of 
education and employment of their Protestant peers, and they used this ascendancy to 
question long-standing Catholic practices.
398
  As one parishioner warned her seemingly 
out-of-touch pastor, “far more than ½ of our parish has had college educations and the 
rest are at least second-generation American-Catholics, not peasant immigrants…The 
winds have drifted…Try some humility, father.”
399
  Consonant with this parishioner‟s 
sentiments, many families also used their new educational and economic mobility to 
move their families from the ethnic ghetto into the more diverse suburbs.  Yet this 
diversity generally meant a diversity of European-heritage Catholics, European-heritage 
Protestants, and Jewish Americans.  From 1944 to 1959, seventy-five new churches were 
built in the archdiocese of Boston, most of them suburban.
400
  With Catholics living 
among more diverse neighbors, the nationwide rate of “mixed” marriages rose to 34 
percent in the 1960‟s.
401
  With a lessening adherence to traditionally Catholic and ethnic 
mores, and with growing numbers of marriages among persons with potentially 
conflicting value systems, the rate of divorce also increased.
402
  Lay volition, then, was 
shaping the demographics of family and of geography, of marriage and of its dissolution.   
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Seen in the previous chapter, as Catholics fled their urban neighborhoods and 
parishes, it left behind new housing opportunities for the burgeoning African American 
population in cities such as Chicago, Cleveland, and Philadelphia.
403
  As African 
Americans moved into long-standing “white Catholic” neighborhoods, their arrival was 
often met with anger, an anger that included resistance to a black presence even within 
parish life and liturgy.  Yet other groups, such as the Catholic Interracial Council and 
National Organization of Black Catholics, fought for integration alongside laity, pastors, 
bishops, and even Protestants.
404
   
Hispanic groups, such as Puerto Rican, Mexican, and Cuban Americans, also 
showed a notably increased urban and rural presence at this time, in places such as 
California, New York, and Florida.
405
  The Hispanic population of St. Peter‟s in San 
Francisco, for example, grew from one third to more than two thirds of the parish 
membership between1960 and 1970.
406
  At least in the case of Mexican and Puerto Rican 
Americans, such groups had been welcomed into some neighborhood parishes, yet 
discrimination against these demographics was also real.  In response to “Anglo-
dominated society,” networking associations, such as the National Council of La Raza 
and PADRES (an association of Hispanic priests), would grow to influence local and 
national, political and ecclesial affairs.
407
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With newfound opportunities for education and for gaining distance from the 
role-expectations of the immigrant world, gender also became a new field for agential 
questioning and re-ordering.  In 1963, Betty Friedan published the Feminine Mystique.
408
  
Friedan‟s work angered any who found discomfort in women‟s newfound self-assertion, 
and, as one critic objected, Friedan mistakenly implied that “only the sick or immature 
can make their homes and family their main interest in life.”
409
  Other writers, like 
Boston College‟s Catholic lay theologian, Mary Daily, corroborated Friedan‟s concerns.  
Daly asserted that the Church needed to “exorcise the devil of sexual prejudice” in the 
modern era.
410
  On the level of popular culture, the very existence of Woodstock—1969‟s 
four-day celebration of rising musical artists and free love—suggested that American 
society was undergoing a thorough eschewal of traditional “propriety.”
411
  Body and 
gender were now less closely guarded and more publicly visible.   
This period of conflict and adaptation also witnessed transformation within the 
Catholic Church itself.  Surprising many, John XXIII called the Second Vatican Council 
early in his pontificate, insisting that the Church must undergo aggiornamento, roughly 
translated as “updating.”
412
  Vatican II built upon the legacy of theologians such as Henri 
de Lubac and Yves Congar, who asserted (1) that history conditions how one thinks 
about God and (2) that Scriptural and patristic sources contain theological tools that 
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might sharpen contemporary reflection within the modern world.
413
  This latter retrieval 
was known as ressourcement.  Other theologians, such as the American John Courtney 
Murray, used an awareness of history to argue for the retrieval of the primacy of 
conscience in Christian life.  Murray argued that the history of the United States attests to 
the possibility of a government that exists for the common good, but without restricting 
religious freedom.
414
   
Thus, theologies attentive to history and human experience featured prominently 
in the deliberations of Vatican II.  These ideas allowed the official theology of the Church 
to gain a new, more human, and more realistic sensitivity to “on the ground” realities.  
Surely, there were discordances between certain lay practices and official Catholic 
teachings, but the number of these discrepancies was notably mitigated in this period.
415
  
For instance, a renewed sense of unity-in-baptism and the universal priesthood of 
believers allied itself to the efforts of groups like the CIC.  As the Vatican Council taught, 
in light of the interconnectedness of the modern world, humans must see themselves in 
solidarity with one another, always attentive to the needs of the poor and marginalized.
416
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This vision surely extends to the family.  The Vatican II era ushered in a fuller 
sense that the family is a “domestic Church,”
417
 a unit endowed with transformative 
potential in its own right.
418
  Furthermore, the family bears witness to the social nature of 
the human being, over and against excessive individualism.  Formed by Gospel values, 
the family should witness to its Christian identity through the pursuit of the common 
good.
419
  The Vatican II era, then, brought significant change to Catholic social teaching.  
The family itself was now seen as an agency-driven, apostolic unit:  “As worshippers 
leading holy lives in every place, the laity consecrate the world itself to God.”
420
  Herein, 
the entire life of the family takes on a spiritually and socially transformative quality, a 
quality that affirmed the Catholic family‟s newfound societal mobility and which 
challenged families to discern their role in a society of changing mores of race, role, and 
religion. 
The Eucharistic theology emerging from this period also expressed this newfound 
human agency.  Vatican II‟s Sacrosanctum Concilium called for Eucharistic celebrations 
that were attentive to the linguistic and cultural expressions of the people who 
participated in them.
 421
  Furthermore, it was now more readily asserted that Masses were 
celebrated “with the assistance of the people.”
422
  The faithful gathered together in order 
to encounter Christ in the proclamation of the Word, and this proclamation prepared them 
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to receive Christ in the Eucharist.  The Eucharistic writings issued under Paul VI, 
moreover, continued to widen access to the Eucharist through reduced fasting 
requirements and further encouragement for frequent reception.  Such reception was to 
remind the laity of their great dignity as members of Christ‟s Mystical Body.
423
  Thus, an 
important connection was drawn between the Body that the faithful received and the 
body that the faithful comprised.  This connection harmonized with the Vatican‟s 
assertion that reception of the Body of Christ benefited “both the individual and 
society.”
424
  In this period, there was a new sense that personal devotion to God was 
directly related to public actions.  In an age of integration, where many families looked to 
the Eucharist as a meal of unity, Vatican II‟s theology seemed informed by, yet also 
formative of, the agential lives of American families.  Likewise, the contemporaneous 
pedagogy and pastoral theology of the local Church also seemed newly aware of the 
agency of the faithful.   
Here, it may be useful to provide some interpretive lenses from historians of this 
period.  James O‟Toole, for example, notes that this period was one in which Catholics 
were heralding a sense of spiritual “adulthood” as “thinking Catholics.”  As one layman 
explained about the new liturgical changes, “I think we‟re intelligent enough to do 
it…let‟s face the changes and make them.”
425
  James McCartin, concurring with this 
theme of maturity, notes that the faithful in this period were drawn to those modes of 
prayer which emphasized personal responsibility and “the sacred character of each 
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  Margaret McGuinness stresses the enduring value placed upon frequent 
Mass attendance, frequent Eucharistic reception, and the linkage of the Eucharist and 
social justice; she pairs these spiritual practices with the sharp decline in traditional 
devotions.
427
  Here, a new sense of individual worth would seem to have brought about 
an emphasis on liturgical and social engagement.   
 As American families made new choices about their civic participation, their 
liturgical participation, their place of residence, their division of labor, and how they 
would receive their neighbors, they asserted new forms of agency.  Such agency, more 
clearly than in precious decades, could literally change the face of neighborhoods.  
Historian Timothy Matovina uses the helpful phrase “mestizaje” to explain this “blending 
of traditions, cultures, and peoples.”
428
  In his own analysis of this period‟s impact on 
Guadalupan devotion, Matovina writes,  
Guadalupan devotees at San Fernando exhibit a wide array of understandings 
about how Guadalupe accompanies and guides them as they forge their lives in 
the pluralistic society of the United States.  For example, though some community 
leaders, like La Prensa‟s writers, continued to promote the „traditional qualities of 
the Mexican woman, „which stemmed from the Guadalupan „Marian cult and her 
constancy at home,‟ after World War II ethnic Mexican women at San Antonio 
became increasingly involved in public activism for Mexican American rights, in 




Of note, both the defense of “traditional qualities” and “public activism” are a 
manifestation of human agency.  As discussed in the previous chapter, the question is not 
whether Catholic laypersons and families asserted agency, but whether this agency 
manifested itself as a surrender to traditional modes of deference, as a violent exertion of 
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power, or as an agential exercise in asserting human dignity.  Only this latter quality 
would seem to uphold Eucharistic norms of personal and social participation and 
transformation.  While the Council itself debated heavily the rights and freedoms that 
should be granted to the laity and to families, the majority voices of the Council were 
always in favor of openness to experience and granting laypersons great freedom in using 
their experience in the world for furthering the work of God.  Such freedom to transform 
the social order would seem to be the growing experience of many Catholic laypersons 
who chose not to attend Benediction, but rather, chose to express their faith through 
personal and unscripted prayer and through community advocacy.  Indeed, Sacrosanctum 
Concilium, Apostolicam Actuositatem, and Lumen Gentium affirm that the Church 
consists of, and relies upon, the “participation” of the people of God, who find that the 
Eucharist can “nourish” them in their efforts to go forth to “consecrate” the social order 
for the sake of the Gospel.
430
  As Matovina explains, though, social “consecration” was 
enacted in a society wrought with contested values of gender, of hierarchy, and of 
integration.    
In light of this understanding, the following is a fuller discussion of how such co-
existing values led to agential syncretism, conflict, and change.  First, the chapter will 
examine the documents of the Council itself, to see how the ideas of laity, family, and 
Eucharistic worship were each cast in an agential light—person, community, and 
sacrament were to affirm personal dignity and ameliorate the condition of the world.  
Secondly, the chapter will turn to a closer look at popular pedagogy and practice, also 
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examining the increased sense of socially transformative agency in the books, protests, 
and prayers of this era.   
III. An Agential Council 
Seen above, the Second Vatican Council displayed a newfound emphasis on the 
role of the laity, both as agents of worship and in the world at large.   In order to explain 
the tenor of these documents, the following section will draw upon exemplary texts from 
the Council:  Sacrosanctum Concilium, Inter Mirifica, Lumen Gentium, Apostolicam 
Actuositatem, and Gaudium et Spes.  For several reasons, these documents will be 
discussed to the exclusion of others from this period:  (1) They touch upon issues of lay 
vocation, family, and/or Eucharist and (2) they do so in a way that is either foundational 
to or unrepeated in other Council documents.  Also, (3) they touch upon the fruits of two 
pontificates, namely, that of John XIII and Paul VI.  For all of these reasons, these 
documents have unique historical significance and they bear witness to not only the 
pontificates of this time, but also the changing politics, economics, and social mores of 
their era.    
A. Sacrosanctum Concilium 
No longer speaking of the Mass disproportionately in terms of sacrifice, bodily 
purity, and hierarchy, Sacrosanctum Concilium casts the liturgy in terms of its vocational 
purpose.  Here, the liturgy is denoted as the primary source and aim of Christian life:  
“…the liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed; at the 
same time it is the font from which all her power flows.”
431
  Thus, all of Christian life and 
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witness is in some way qualified as worship.  The apostolic work of all who are baptized 
is missionary in nature.  The apostolate of the ordained or layperson is meant to gather all 
people into God‟s family, “to take part in the sacrifice, and to eat the Lord‟s supper.”
432
  
Yet, in the faithful‟s work of spreading the Gospel, the Eucharist serves as the source of 
grace as well as a source of identity.  The Eucharist is a renewal of God‟s covenant with 
God‟s people and a renewal of the faithful‟s incorporation into Christ: “…the renewal in 
the Eucharist of the covenant between the Lord and man draws the faithful into the 
compelling love of Christ and sets them on fire.”
433
  In Sacrosanctum Concilium, the 
Eucharist is not only a source of strength, but also, it is a source of Christian identity and 
missionary zeal. 
If the Eucharist is to be a source of mission and conversion, such Eucharistic 
action is, of necessity, a palpable and agential component.  Such agency, then, is not 
merely something to be enacted as a consequence of the Eucharist, but it is also 
something to be realized through Eucharistic worship itself.  While the pre-Vatican II 
liturgical rubrics encouraged the faithful to join in the liturgy through silent prayer and 
fasting, Sacrosanctum Concilium urged the faithful to recognize their place as a “royal 
priesthood” by virtue of their baptism.
434
  Because of their dignity and agency by virtue 
of their sacramental incorporation into Christ, the Church of Vatican II urges the faithful 
to participate actively in the liturgy:  “Mother Church earnestly desires that all the faithful 
should be led to that fully conscious, and active participation in liturgical celebrations 
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which is demanded by the very nature of the liturgy.”
435
  Thus, it is active participation in 
the Eucharist that imparts the grace of the faithful‟s mission activity in the world.  In the 
vision of the Council, the Eucharist is not only a mystical font of grace, but also a graced 
training ground for being set “on fire” for service in the Church and in the world.   
This agential message for the laity, however, is still subject to the pre-Vatican 
norm of the participation of the laity.  The faithful are always in cooperation with, not 
apart from, the hierarchy.  While active participation is encouraged, pastors must take 
primary charge of the instruction of the faithful, so that they might understand both the 
liturgy and its active appropriation.  In so doing, pastors are allowing their guidance to be 
“imbued with the spirit and power of the liturgy.”
436
  Also, as the liturgy is adapted to the 
needs of intelligibility, participation, and cultural adaptation, it is to be ultimately 
regulated by the local bishops.
437
  
As the font of graced participation in the life and mission of the Church, the 
liturgy is to be sensitive to the time and place of worshippers.  Sacrosanctum Concilium 
notes that there is no need “to impose a rigid uniformity in matters which do not 
implicate the faith or the good of the whole community; rather does she respect and foster 
the genius and talents of the various races and peoples.”
438
  The faithful exercise a certain 
agency in the liturgy not just by participation in liturgical prayers, but also through the 
incorporation of their own “way of life” into the way they worship.
439
  Perhaps most 
significantly, local culture should even influence the language of the Mass.  The liturgy, 
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with the permission of the bishop, may now be celebrated in the “mother tongue” of the 
people who are worshipping, so that local symbols and traditions can be most effectively 
conveyed and so that the message of the Roman Rite can be most effectively 
communicated within a culture.
440
  This use of local language and culture extends also to 
liturgical books, to the adaptation, restoration, or revision of the liturgical calendar, and 
to the use of local “musical traditions” and artwork.
441
  While devotion to the saints, the 
paschal mystery, and the power of the Eucharist are all reaffirmed in Sacrosanctum 
Concilium, they are upheld in such a way that (a) restores liturgical customs that were 
lost due to “accidents of history” or (b) removes customs that are “but little 
advantage.”
442
  In all, the liturgy is to speak to the “conditions of modern times.”
443
 
Seen  above, social, linguistic, and artistic inculturation are meant not only to 
encourage active participation and active mission in the world, but they are also meant 
(1) to express the Gospel message in new ways through a local culture, which involves 
(2) doing so in ways that are more accessible and intelligible to those worshipping.  
Liturgical participation is participatory and empowering both through popular expression 
and through effective pedagogy.  To do so, the rite must remain faithful to the Roman 
tradition, but in way that is simplified according to what is necessary for true worship: 
“The rite of the Mass is to be revised in such a way that the intrinsic nature and purpose 
of its several parts, as also the connection between them, may be more clearly 
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If the nature of the Mass is to be simplified and made intelligible, then, one might 
rightly ask what its nature is.  Sacrosanctum Concilium defines the Mass in perhaps 
surprisingly familiar terms to the pre-Vatican II Catholic.  Tracing its origins in the Last 
Supper, the Eucharist is the “sacrifice” of Christ‟s “Body and Blood.”
445
  Christ gave the 
Church, his “beloved Spouse,” “the sacrifice of the Cross throughout the centuries.”
446
  
Such a sacrifice is a “paschal banquet in which Christ is eaten” and it serves as “a 
sacrament of love, a sign of unity, a bond of charity.”
447
  Thus, the Eucharist is cast in the 
traditional language of the Holy Sacrifice, yet Sacrosanctum Concilium departs from the 
common pedagogy of the mid-twentieth century by insisting that this sacrifice demands 
more than penitence and fasting on the part of the faithful.  Rather,  
Christ's faithful, when present at this mystery of faith, should not be there as 
strangers or silent spectators; on the contrary, through a good understanding of the 
rites and prayers they should take part in the sacred action conscious of what they 




 The collaboration of the faithful involves a deep attentiveness to the “death and 
resurrection” of a Lord who is present to them in the Eucharist.
449
  At Mass, the laity 
should receive instruction in God‟s Word in such a way that illumines “the mysteries of 
the faith and the guiding principles of the Christian life.”
450
 To do so, the liturgy of the 
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Word must expose the faithful to greater amounts of Scripture, which must be homilized 
in an accessible manner.
451
  Furthermore, informed by Revelation, the faithful should 
seek to be “nourished‟ by the liturgy of Eucharist; this Eucharistic nourishment includes 
the practice of frequent Communion urged by Pius X and Pius XII.
452
  Eucharistic 
empowerment does not flow only from the act of receiving Communion, but it also flows 
from the laity‟s invitation to participate actively in the liturgy by “giving thanks to God” 
through “offering the Immaculate Victim.”
453
  The lay faithful make a Eucharistic 
offering “not only through the hands of the priest, but also with him” and they do so by 
“offering themselves.”
454
   
Thus, while echoing long-standing sacrifice language, the Eucharistic theology of 
Sacrosanctum Concilium is also agency-inspiring, as it calls upon laypersons (1) to join 
actively in liturgical payer and (2) to consciously make themselves part of the Eucharistic 
offering by virtue of their aforementioned baptismal priesthood.  The Mass, through the 
liturgies of the Word and Eucharist, is meant to communicate Christ in way that is 
familiar and non-distracting, and in a manner that emphasizes Christ‟s Paschal Mystery 
as well as active participation in, and union through, the celebration of that Mystery.  The 
Mass, therefore, is to be “celebrated with the assistance of the faithful” and is to be 
“pastorally efficacious” for laypersons.
455
  In the liturgy, “through Christ the Mediator, 
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they should be drawn day by day into ever more perfect union with God and with each 
other, so that finally God may be all in all.”
456
   
B. Inter Mirifica 
Inter Mirifica, the Decree on the Means of Social Communication, is, of its very 
nature, aware of the importance of lay participation.  In this case, the document is 
concerned with the faithful‟s participation in social change.  No longer expressing fear 
over notions that are “modern” or “up to date,” Inter Mirifica shows a Church that 
embraces the growing prominence of the press, radio, and television.  To the mind of the 
Council, these media create an evangelical mandate:  “The Catholic Church…considers it 
one of its duties to announce the Good News of salvation also with the help of the media 
of social communication and to instruct men in their proper use.”
457
  Among the first 
things one encounters in Inter Mirifica is an awareness that such media-based 
evangelization will happen by the work of the laity.  A close look at section 13 of the 
document is telling.  The Constitution credits laypersons with having “technical, 
economic, cultural and artistic talents” that will allow them to “help in the pastoral 
activity of the Church.”
458
  While the faithful have “their individual duties or office,” they 
may exercise their secular duties with an “apostolic spirit” that will “bear witness to 
Christ.”
459
  The presence of such agential and vocational language in one brief section of 
the document testifies to a change in tone and message; the document carries a 
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participatory character, similar to the language of lay social transformation seen in the 
work of Catholic Action, the Worker, and the CFM.   
In the spirit of apostolic vocation, Inter Mirifica notes that a good press should be 
encouraged, and should exist for the promotion of “natural law and Catholic teaching and 
precepts” among the lay faithful.
460
  While the lay faithful are to receive catechesis 
though the media, the leadership in such teaching can be placed under the auspices of 
either “ecclesiastical authorities or…Catholic laymen.”
461
  Thus, the laity has a role in 
catechetical formation.  Furthermore, the faithful are to receive Catholic media and “to 
formulate Christian judgments for themselves on all events.”
462
  Media-based catechesis 
is not for the purposes of non-agential obedience, but rather, in order for the exercise an 
informed freedom.  
Inter Mirifica, recognizing the importance of lay leadership in the Catholic use of 
the media, also notes the importance of technical and vocational formation for the 
media‟s lay leaders: “…laymen ought to be afforded technical, doctrinal and moral 
training” including formation in “the social teaching of the Church.”
463
  The aim in such 
education, and in the wise use of media, should be communicating information in light 
Catholic beliefs and values, but in a way that is sensitive to culture and age, both in 
schools and in parishes.
464
  In order that such media and such education are effectively 
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promoted, the Council Fathers even asked that laypersons, as well as clerics, be admitted 
to the "Secretariat for the Supervision of Publications and Entertainment."
465
   
Thus, one sees in Inter Mirifica an awareness that laypersons have a role in 
“cultural and moral betterment”
466
  The lay vocation is one that includes the agency of 
conscience, the agency of education, the agency of pedagogical leadership through the 
media, and the agency of pastoral and curial administration.  Here, a theology of 
catechesis involves an affirmation of not only the modern world and its technology, but 
also the importance of the informed exercise of conscience, social commitment, and 
participation in ecclesiastical leadership by ordained and lay alike.   
C. Lumen Gentium 
Lumen Gentium, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, portrays a significant 
snapshot of both the importance of the lay vocation and the centrality of the Eucharist; 
instead of the world and its technology, though, Lumen Gentium concentrates on mission 
and sacrament from an ecclesiological standpoint.  As in Sacrosanctum Concilium, the 
Eucharist is partly described in language typical of the pre-Vatican II era, wherein the 
“the sacrifice of the cross…is celebrated on the altar.”
467
  Yet, this “sacrament of the 
Eucharistic bread” is also depicted as the source of the unity of all believers, who “form 
one body in Christ.”
468
  Thus, an immediate connection is drawn between the Body of 
Christ on the altar and the Body of Christ that is the community.  Lumen Gentium 
propounded this theology, moreover, with the help of St. Paul:  “Really partaking of the 
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body of the Lord in the breaking of the eucharistic bread, we are taken up into 
communion with Him and with one another. „Because the bread is one, we though many, 
are one body, all of us who partake of the one bread.‟”
469
  This reliance upon a 
Scripturally grounded theology is essential to the ressourcement theology of Vatican II, 
and such an adherence to the reality of the faithful comprising the one Body pays homage 
to earlier encouragement for a participatory laity, in the work of Pius XII and the 
Liturgical Movement.  This connection between the Body received and the Body 
comprised also fosters a social mission for the faithful, namely, that “[a]ll men are called 
to this union with Christ, who is the light of the world, from whom we go forth, through 
whom we live, and toward whom our whole life strains.”
470
 
Union with Christ does not imply a lack of individuality, however.  Lumen 
Gentium affirms that the Holy Spirit confers “different gifts for the welfare of the 
Church.”
471
  As seen in Inter Mirifica, such gifts can belong to clergy and laity alike, yet 
lay ministers are still subject to their bishops and pastors, who share “the grace of the 
apostles to whose authority the Spirit Himself subjected even those who were endowed 
with charisms.”
472
  The parish priest, then, “by the sacred power he enjoys, teaches and 
rules the priestly people; acting in the person of Christ, he makes present the Eucharistic 
sacrifice, and offers it to God in the name of all the people.”
473
  The priest holds divine 
power and sits in authority over his flock.  Such would seem to confirm Fr. Westhoff‟s 
“the pastor is Christ” model.  Yet, as with Sacrosanctum Concilium, Lumen Gentium 
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presents important claims about lay agency and vocation in tandem with more traditional 
theological modes.  
Within the proper authority structures of the pastor‟s role as teacher and 
sacrificer, the lay vocation, in its own way, shares in priestly charisms on account of 
being “[i]ncorporated in the Church through baptism.”
474
  As such, “the faithful are 
destined by the baptismal character for the worship of the Christian religion,” which 
means that they “exercise that priesthood in receiving the sacraments, in prayer and 
thanksgiving, in the witness of a holy life, and by self-denial and active charity.”
475
  To 
witness to holiness in the world is both a lay self-offering and a lay sharing in priestly 
ministry.  Furthermore, such Christian self-offering finds its “fount and apex” in the 
“Eucharistic sacrifice.”
476
  Here, in the “most august sacrament,” both laity and priest are 
joined in the one offering of the Eucharist—the priest by “acting in the person of Christ,” 
and the laity by “taking part in the Eucharistic sacrifice” and by offering “themselves 
along with it.”
477
  Thus, both laity and pastor “take part in this liturgical service, not 
indeed, all in the same way but each in that way which is proper to himself.  Strengthened 
in Holy Communion by the Body of Christ, they then manifest in a concrete way that 
unity of the people of God which is suitably signified and wondrously brought about by 
this most august sacrament.”
478
  
Lumen Gentium, then, exhibits a clear concern for the unity and diversity of the 
Body of Christ.  By baptism, all worshippers share in the priestly offering the Eucharist.  
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The pastor does so by virtue of his ordination, by which he is “consecrated to preach the 
Gospel and shepherd the faithful and to celebrate divine worship.”
479
  The laity offers the 
Eucharist by virtue of its baptismal vocation to witness to Christ in the world and to 
participate alongside the priest in the liturgical Sacrifice.  Hence, in the work of Vatican 
II seen thus far, the “pastor is Christ” model is thus juxtaposed by the “parish is Christ” 
model.  The theological emphases on baptism, New Testament/Pauline theology, and 
participation result in a theology of lay vocation that can and must exercise 
transformative and sacramental agency alongside that of the priest.  Here, in Lumen 
Gentium, the “parish is Christ” precisely because the Body of Christ is full of many parts, 
all called to witness to Christ in a multiplicity of ways—in the parish and in the world. 
Of note, the faithful have a Eucharistic vocation that extends beyond the parish 
into the total offering of their lives.  The everyday and the local are the stuff of parish 
worship and of the lay vocation.  Seen also in Sacrosanctum Concilium, Lumen Gentium 
notes that the Church realistically and legitimately finds expression through “local 
congregations.”
480
  These communities, even if “small or poor,” exist to nourish the 
faithful through the sacraments.
481
  Yet, far from an unseen and esoteric nourishment, the 
nourishment of parish sacramental life is expressed through “the ability, riches and 
customs” that are the “genius of each people.”
482
  Thus, the participation of the laity 
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naturally results in the transformation of the social order, through talent and custom, and 
this work transforms the Church itself.
483
 
The agency of laypersons extends also to the realm of witness and mission, such 
that their worship as faithful Catholics might advance the cause of evangelization, to non-
Catholics and to non-Christians as well as to their own families.  Lumen Gentium thus 
asks all of the faithful to work for “purification and renewal so that the sign of Christ may 
shine more brightly over the face of the earth.”
484
  Yet the call to witness is not merely an 
issue of outward evangelization, but also one of inward evangelization.  The lay vocation 
also includes the call to family life.  Matrimony is a sacrament ordered to this call, and it 
is yet another expression of the “unity” of the People of God.
485
  Furthermore, marriage 
exists for the fostering of holiness in the spouses; as such, spouses bear witness to one 
another.  Lastly, marriage exists for the extension of its holiness to the “rearing and 
education” of children.
486
  Thus, the family exists to spread the Gospel and to increase the 
People of God both in holiness and in number; parents are “the first preachers of the faith 
to their children” and they are to nurture children in “the vocation which is proper to each 
of them.”
487
  Such a vocation exists “by the grace of the Holy Spirit received in baptism,” 
and thus, Lumen Gentium presents an implied duty that parents bring their children to the 
sacraments.
488
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Here, one sees a recognition of the vocation of the laity and of family life, and 
that this vocation is rooted in agency, namely, preaching and teaching.  Lumen Gentium 
has previously described the Church as “the kingdom of Christ now present in mystery” 
which works through the “genius of each people” and is guided by the Gospel-inspired 
teaching and worship.
489
  The family, then, as a unit for the spread of holiness through 
example, sacrament, and teaching, shares in the Church‟s work.  As such, Lumen 
Gentium calls the family “the domestic church,” and thus grants ecclesial agency to those 
parents who form, teach, and pray, as well as to those children who will be formed for 
their own vocation in life.
490
                                                                                                
The rearing of children is not merely an increase for the Church, but also, an 
increase for “human society.”
491
  The family possesses a mission that extends beyond 
ecclesial boundaries into the world at large through their baptismal sharing in “Christ's 
prophetic office.”
492
  By making their lives “a sacrifice of praise” the laity “spreads 
abroad a living witness to Him.”
493
 The lay “vocation” is one that, through “secular 
professions,” and “social and family life” seeks “the kingdom of God…by ordering them 
according to the plan of God.”
494
  Laboring in the world and according to the “needs of 
the times”
495
  laypersons may dedicate every facet of their lives to be a spiritual offering.  
These facets include “…all their works, prayers and apostolic endeavors, their ordinary 
married and family life, their daily occupations, their physical and mental 
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relaxation…even the hardships of life.”
496
   These daily offerings are such sources of 
holiness, in fact, that “[t]ogether with the offering of the Lord's body, they are most 
fittingly offered in the celebration of the Eucharist.”
497
  The priestly function of the laity, 
then, is to make their whole lives—from family to bodily toils—a Eucharistic offering.  
In the words of Lumen Gentium, “Thus, as those everywhere who adore in holy activity, 
the laity consecrate the world itself to God.”
498
   
While not explicitly stated in the document, the Eucharistic and priestly role of 
self-offering would seem to be intimately connected to the lay, and familial, prophetic 
role of working within and witnessing to society at large.  Indeed, a family imbued with 
Christian belief and practice is a manifestation of the “lay apostolate.”
499
  As Lumen 
Gentium notes, the family, as apostolate, is a place where “husbands and wives find their 
proper vocation in being witnesses of the faith and love of Christ to one another and to 
their children.”
500
  As a loving unit of witness, moreover, “[t]he Christian family loudly 
proclaims both the present virtues of the Kingdom of God and the hope of a blessed life 
to come.  Thus by its example and its witness it accuses the world of sin and enlightens 
those who seek the truth.”
501
  Family prophecy exists both for the sake of family 
members and for the world at large, and these prophetic endeavors are surely fit sacrifices 
to be offered to God.   
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Despite stating much about the agential role—priestly and prophetic—of the laity, 
Lumen Gentium again reminds the faithful that their vocation requires them to “promptly 
accept in Christian obedience” the decisions of pastors and bishops, and they must offer 
prayer for “those placed over them.”
502
  Such recourse to hierarchy and obedience belies 
the pedagogical and devotional rhetoric so common in earlier decades of the twentieth 
century, yet it is noteworthy that the Second Vatican Council casts this obedience in the 
context of lay agency:  “spiritual shepherds” must “employ” the advice of laypersons, and 
they must give the laity “freedom,” “room for action,” and “initiative” regarding the 
“service of the Church.”
503
  Therefore, while emphasizing the hierarchical structure of the 
Church, Lumen Gentium also harbors a vision of agency that results in a fruitful 
“dialogue” between clergy and laity, one that allows for a strengthened sense of personal 
responsibility, a renewed enthusiasm, and the ability to let their “experience” and 
“talents” inform the “projects” and “decisions” of their spiritual leaders.
504
 
In short, the lay faithful share in the baptismal kingship that belongs to all of the 
People of God, and they share in Christ‟s mission of priesthood and prophecy.
505
  By 
offering their lives to God, the lay faithful are priests; by letting their self-offering be an 
example to the world, the lay faithful are prophets.  These works are termed “apostolic 
labors,” a name used for such vocational commitment in the earlier part of the twentieth 
century, also.
506
  Like the rhetoric of an earlier era, too, Lumen Gentium roots the lay 
vocation in the less agential call to “obedience,” “self-abnegation,” and “constancy” in 
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prayer, including sacramental participation.
507
  Furthermore, like earlier exhortations on 
the family apostolate, Lumen Gentium calls families to impart to their children “Christian 
doctrine and the evangelical virtues.”
508
  Such work, though, has an outward purpose, 
namely, Christian witness.  As loving stewards of the family, parents “offer all men the 
example of unwearying and generous love,” “build up the brotherhood of charity,” and 
“are a sign and a participation in” the love of the Church.
509
  Families, in fact, are called 
to make their lives an offering patterned after Christ‟s self-gift to his Bride, the 
Church.
510
  The laity is therefore called to evangelize beyond, and through, the family to 
the wider world.  Lumen Gentium departs from earlier visions of family life in that it 
unambiguously considers the family apostolate to be a genuine vocation and a genuine 
sharing in the life and love of the Church.  Thus, the “domestic church” is not a place of 
simple devotion and obedience, but rather, a life-giving unit of Gospel work.   
Moreover, the family is a seedbed of lay vocational fervor precisely because it is a 
part of the wider work of the laity:  “The faithful stand before the world as a witness to 
the resurrection and life of the Lord Jesus and a symbol of the living God.”
511
  As such, 
they bring “experience” and “talent,” which they learn in and through secular life, and 
they use these gifts for the sake of “ordering” all of their work—familial and 
occupational—toward God‟s Kingdom.  Such witnessing to the world is grounded in the 
laity‟s baptismal sharing in the prophetic work of Christ.  In so doing, lay life is 
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vocationally united with the evangelical work of Church, and this work finds its “fount 
and apex” in the Eucharist itself.
512
  
It follows, then, that the work of families and family members, as a domestic 
sharing in the life of the Church, must be Eucharistically grounded.  Lumen Gentium 
provides three ways that Eucharistic empowerment flows into lay life.  First of all, 
families are united to the one Body of Christ that is the Church by virtue of their sharing 
in Christ‟s Eucharistic Body.  Thus, families are, mystically and de facto, a domestic arm 
of the one work of Christ and Christ‟s Church.  Secondly, families are called, as part of 
the Body of Christ, to allow the Eucharist to nourish their work of sharing the Gospel 
with children and with the wider world.
513
  Thirdly, families, as part of the Body of 
Christ, are called to participate in the worship of the Church through their active 
participation in the liturgy.
514
  Like professional and familial service, liturgical 
participation is also called to be rooted in the life-giving customs and social mores of the 
faithful.  This lay participation in the liturgy is not merely requested but rather, required, 
as the lay faithful draw strength from receiving Eucharistic communion and also add to 
the Eucharistic sacrifice by offering “themselves” along with the Eucharistic elements 
offered by the priest.  The lay faithful, in making such a self-offering, unite themselves to 
the work of the priesthood by virtue of their baptism.
515
  Here, it is in Eucharistic 
participation that the priestly work of the laity finds union with the laity‟s prophetic 
work.  By viewing their professional, pedagogical, and familial work as not only a 
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witness to Christ but also an offering for Christ, laypersons can bring their whole selves 
and their whole vocation to the Eucharistic altar as an acceptable sacrifice to God.  
Indeed, by faithfully witnessing their conjugal love to the world, spouses share in the love 
and mission of the Church, which is itself the self-offering love of Christ who “delivered 
Himself up” for the Church.
516
 
The Christian ordering of the world, then, is to be Eucharistically nourished and is 
to be a source of transformation for the family.
517
  Yet the family is, by baptism and 
Eucharist, called to be united to the work and worship of the Church, and to order and 
consecrate the world to the Eucharistic Christ.  Thus, the work of social transformation 
has the Eucharist as its beginning and its end; the priestly and prophetic roles of the 
family are rooted in and aimed toward Eucharist and Eucharistic self-offering.  The third 
aspect of Eucharistic empowerment, i.e. participation, is both agential and integrative.  
D. Apostolicam Actuositatem 
While turning from ecclesiology to missiology, Apostolicam Actuositatem, the 
Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity, follows the baptismal theology earlier developed 
in Lumen Gentium. By baptism, the laity is “incorporated” into “Christ‟s Mystical 
Body.”
518
  By baptism, moreover, the laity is “consecrated” for the “royal priesthood” of 
the “people of God.”
519
  As such, laypersons are to offer their whole lives—including 
“family concerns” and “professional and social activity”—as “spiritual sacrifices” to 
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  Here, laypersons are not asked to be mere units of obedience and prayerful 
support within a clerically-defined “hierarchy of order.”  Rather, Apostolicam 
Actuositatem calls the laity to “witness to Christ throughout the world” and to both 
witness to and cooperate with similarly value-minded citizens who are non-Catholic 
Christians or who “do not profess Christ's name.”
521
  Thus, we see in Apostolicam 
Actuositatem a theology of baptismal priesthood and prophecy.  Yet, the “soul” of this 
apostolic work is to be found in the sacraments, and especially the Eucharist, which 
“nourish” apostolic charity, defined above as self-gift and witness.
522
  While Apostolicam 
Actuositatem notes that the provision of the sacraments and the preaching of the Gospel 
belong in a special way to clergy, the laity have their own “roles” as “„fellow workers for 
the truth‟ (3 John 8).”
523




 Echoing the agential message of Lumen Gentium, then, Apostolicam Actuositatem 
notes that “[o]n all Christians therefore is laid the preeminent responsibility of working to 
make the divine message of salvation known and accepted by all men throughout the 
world.”
525
  To live with a missional focus is part of the active duty of the lay vocation.  
Witnessing to the world, moreover, involves social transformation, that is, using one‟s 
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gifts “in the Church and in the world for the good of men and the building up of the 
Church.”
526
   
Firstly, what Apostolicam Actuositatem adds to Lumen Gentium‟s theology is a 
pre-Vatican II sense of the importance of associations that help to structure and support 
the lay apostolate.  These apostolic groups can include “family communities” as well as 
those of “parishes and dioceses.”
527
  The more formally organized of these communities, 
with Church approval, should inspire members to adopt a characteristic way of “spiritual 
life” that is unique to each group.
528
  Yet all such groups should aim, through education 
and prayer, to cultivate “professional skill, family and civic spirit, and the virtues relating 
to social customs, namely, honesty, justice, sincerity, kindness, and courage, without 
which no true Christian life can exist.”
529
  Thus, the laity is called to transform the social 
order through its witness of faith by virtuous living, talented work, and holy family life.  
Apostolicam Actuositatem notes that a model of such holiness and virtue can be found in 
the Blessed Virgin Mary, who lived a life “filled with family concerns and labors” yet 
one that was “intimately united with her Son.”
530
  The lay faithful should not only imitate 
Mary but also “commend their life and apostolate to her maternal care.”
531
   
Secondly, Apostolicam Actuositatem also advocates the importance of the 
individual apostolate, wherein the laity, in diverse ways, “build up the Church, sanctify 
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the world, and give it life in Christ.”
532
  In so doing, laypersons use their “family, 
professional, cultural, and social life” as a means of “cooperating with God the creator, 
redeemer, and sanctifier” and “giving praise to Him.”
533
  Christian witness in the world is 
not only empowered by worship, but rather, it is also a form of worship itself.  Again, it 
would seem that uniting one‟s life and work to Christ is, itself, a form of Eucharistic 
sacrifice.  In particular, Apostolicam Actuositatem draws upon the New Testament 
epistles as it reminds “all men” that they can contribute to salvation by deliberate acts of 
public penance, worship, labor, or hardship, whereby they use their chosen difficulties as 
means of becoming “like the suffering Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 4:10; Col. 1:24).”  Such 
hardships may especially obtain in parts of the world where the Church is “seriously 
infringed.”
534
  In these areas, laypeople may even “take the place of priests” as they go 
about teaching the faith and bringing others to worship.
535
  In all of the above, there exists 
a pre-Vatican II emphasis on suffering and on individual, private self-offering, yet this 
inward emphasis is always paired with a palpable outward motive of social upbuilding, 
service, and public prayer.  Inward formation also has the purpose of public, societal, and 
ecclesial transformation.   
Thirdly, Apostolicam Actuositatem fills out the vision of the lay vocation 
presented in Lumen Gentium with clearer examples of lay professional life and social 
transformation.  According to Apostolicam Actuositatem, laypersons have a mission to 
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“renew and constantly perfect the temporal order.”
536
  They are especially apt to bring a 
Christian witness to “non-believers“ as well as to “the family, culture, economic matters, 
the arts and professions, the laws of the political community, international relations, and 
other matters of this kind.”
537
  In all, families must “apply Christian principles” to 
contemporary needs, according to “time, place, and peoples.”
538
 Such work of “social 




Fourthly, Apostolicam Actuositatem states more fully and explicitly the 
Eucharistic theology first seen in Lumen Gentium.  While Lumen Gentium notes that the 
“domestic church” finds nourishment and vocation through liturgical participation, 
Apostolicam Actuositatem not only echoes this vision, but also draws a link between the 
household-based worship of the early Church and contemporary liturgical practices:   
In her very early days, the holy Church added the agape to the eucharistic supper 
and thus showed itself to be wholly united around Christ by the bond of charity.  
So, too, in every era it is recognized by this sign of love, and while it rejoices in 
the undertakings of others, it claims works of charity as its own inalienable duty 
and right. For this reason, pity for the needy and the sick and works of charity and 
mutual aid intended to relieve human needs of every kind are held in highest 




The preceding passage connects the Eucharist to family life by linking the liturgy to a 
tradition of small-community and meal-based worship.  Furthermore, the above quotation 
uses this link between meal and community to stress that Eucharistic union also 
engenders charitable service to others.  Seen above, this service in the world is, of course, 
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fittingly rendered as “spiritual sacrifices” to God.
541
  Thus, drawing on the household and 
meal-based tradition of the Church, Apostolicam Actuositatem supports and strengthens 
the Eucharistic theology of Lumen Gentium.  The family is called to actively participate 
in the liturgy, but such participation is an extension of the domestic tradition of the 
church and it is a font of a Eucharistic offering of service in the world.  The Christian life, 
for the laity and for the family, emerges from and redounds to the Eucharist.
542
   
Of note, too, Apostolicam Actuositatem conveys a sense that Christians are called 
to relieve suffering, an obligation which obtains especially for “every prosperous nation 
and person.”
543
  Such is a testimony to the upward mobility of this era, well-exemplified 
in places like the United States.  As families gained new resources and began to live 
outside the ethnic neighborhoods, their sense of community widened to include other 
ethnicities, other religions, and other locations.  The Second Vatican Council wanted to 
make certain that the widening awareness of developed-world families was also 
accompanied by a widened sense of service.   
Fifthly, Apostolicam Actuositatem advances an imago Dei theology that would 
seem to follow from its Eucharistic theology.  Seen above, charitable service is intimately 
connected with Eucharistic celebration, yet this connection would seem to arise from 
humanity‟s common identity as being created in imago Dei:  “…one should consider in 
one's neighbor the image of God in which he has been created, and also Christ the Lord 
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to Whom is really offered whatever is given to a needy person.”
544
  To serve another 
human being is to acknowledge the unity of all creation under the Creator as well as to 
acknowledge the reality of Christ, present in all those made in the image of Godself.  
Thus, to engage in charitable service is an extension of Eucharist precisely because it is 
the service of Christ‟s Body.  Furthermore, one‟s sacrifice for one‟s neighbor is truly a 
“spiritual sacrifice” to Christ, and thus a fittingly Eucharistic offering by those sharing in 
baptismal priesthood.   
Sixthly, Apostolicam Actuositatem adds to Lumen Gentium‟s vision of the 
domestic church by constructing a vision of marriage “as the beginning and basis of 
human society,” which possess “dignity” and “autonomy.”
545
  Thus, married life is an 
apostolate of great importance.
546
  As the foundation of society, spouses have duties as 
teachers of sociality, faith, and morals: “…husbands and wives are cooperators in grace 
and witnesses of faith for each other, their children, and all others in their household.” 
547
  
As builders of a household of grace and of prayer, families act as “the domestic sanctuary 
of the Church.”
548
  Herein, parents are spiritual educators and exemplars: 
…parents have the task of training their children from childhood on to recognize 
God's love for all men.  By example especially they should teach them little by 
little to be solicitous for the material and spiritual needs of their neighbor.  The 
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Families are called to be units of education, preparing their members for the task of 




Also, as a unit of Church, the family is a unit of worship and of service.  The 
family finds the expression of its mission by participating in “the liturgical worship of the 
Church” as well as by promoting “active hospitality” and “justice.”
551
  Parents are urged 
to immerse their children in parish life so that “they will acquire a consciousness of being 
living and active members of the people of God.”
552
  Thus, the mission of the family 
finds its fullest expression, and its fullest sharing in the life of the Church, through the 
Church‟s liturgical offering of prayer and through the offering of “good works for the 
service of all the brethren in need,” which involves education, counseling, 
administration.
553
  Marriage, then, can be a “way of life” that brings Christian witness to 
the world at large, through worship, through service, and through example.  Of note, 
offering is the common variable in each of these facets of Christian family life.  In 
worship, the family joins itself to the liturgical offering of the Church; in service, the 
family offers itself to be of benefit to its neighbors, in matters of conversion, of 
counseling, and of corporal care.  Lastly, in offering their whole lives as an example, 
“Christian families can give effective testimony to Christ before the world.”
554
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Such a total offering of their lives allows laypersons to “offer spiritual sacrifices 
in everything they do.”
555
  Furthermore, Apostolicam Actuositatem notes that all of this 
apostolic labor is fueled by the graces of the Eucharist.
556
  The work of families begins 
and ends in Eucharistic life; it follows, therefore, the theology propounded in Lumen 
Gentium.  The active participation in the liturgy is both the font of Christian witness and 
the end of Christian witness.  Active participation in the Eucharist not only inspires 
families to go forth and engage the world, but their active service in the world is also a 
fitting offering at the Eucharistic table.  Again, in the work of the Second Vatican 
Council, the ideals of the liturgical movement, the Social Gospel, and Catholic Action are 
portrayed in bold relief.   
E. Gaudium et Spes 
While upholding this missional sense of the sacramentally-rooted family, 
Gaudium et Spes also analyzes the challenges that confront the family.  This Constitution 
on the Church in the Modern World notes that the family faces “population, economic 
and social pressures,” which may include difficulties arising from tensions “between 
succeeding generations, or from new social relationships between men and women.”
557
   
These pressures manifest themselves in such ways as “polygamy, the plague of divorce, 
so-called free love” and “illicit practices against human generation.”
558
  Thus, Gaudium 
et Spes acknowledges the changing world in which the family finds itself, one that is 
marked by an awareness of colonialism‟s effects on the Global South, a world shaped by 
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the Cold War, and a world where sexuality and gender have a newfound public presence.  
All of these factors, Gaudium et Spes notes, might result in “discord” or “anxiety” in the 
family.
559
   
Despite challenges, though, Vatican II considers family to be a basic human need, 
and Gaudium et Spes is unique in the Council corpus in that it distinguishes the family as 
a basic unit of human community and of human development.  Along with such 
structures as the political community, the family aids human beings in “socialization,” 
which the Council defines as the process by which “reciprocal ties and mutual 
dependencies increase day by day and give rise to a variety of associations and 
organizations, both public and private.”
560
  Because of its foundational relationship to 
human development, the family is also a human right.  The “right…to found a family” is 
as basic to humanity as is “food, clothing, and shelter.”
561
  The right to found a family is 
notably paired with the right to “choose a state of life freely” and the right to discern 
one‟s own “conscience”; thus, Gaudium et Spes furthers a message of free determination 
and agency for family life.
562
  Proffering family as a basic human need and a basic source 
of community, Gaudium et Spes echoes Apostolicam Actuositatem in seeing the family as 
a foundational unit of society, and a unit that society should rightly support.  The well-
being of the individual person and of human and Christian society is intimately linked 
with the health of marriages and families.
563
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Acknowledging that family life is basic to human growth, Gaudium et Spes 
extends the family‟s centrality to the realm of humanity‟s spiritual growth, too.  First, the 
document acknowledges that Jesus shared in the “most common social realities” of all 
human beings in their “everyday life.”
564
  So sharing in the human experience, Gaudium 
et Spes affirms that Jesus sanctified “human ties, especially family ones, which are the 
source of social structures.”
565
 
Because family life is a graced part of creation, and because it is further sanctified 
by the Incarnation, it therefore has a sacrament as its basis.
566
  According to the Council, 
marriage is, in fact, foundational for the health of society not only for sociological 
reasons, but also for theological reasons.
567
  In the Old Testament, God “made Himself 
present to His people through a covenant of love and fidelity.”
568
  Thus, the “intimate 
partnership of married life and love” is a reflection of God‟s own self-revealing love and 
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is fittingly called a “conjugal covenant.”
569
  Creation images its creator through 
covenantal life and relationship, and marriage is a special and sacramental mode of living 
out God‟s love.  This way of life, Gaudium et Spes affirms, is present throughout the 
“biblical Word of God.”
570
  As such, Christ‟s sanctification of family ties reaffirms and 
brings new life to the gifts of relationship and covenant.  Gaudium et Spes echoes Lumen 
Gentium and Apostolicam Actuositatem in noting that, just as Christ loves his Church as 
His Spouse, so Christ makes himself lovingly present to those spousally joined in 
marriage.  Yet, just as God‟s covenantal love is freely given, so must the love of spouses 
be one in which “spouses mutually bestow and accept each other” through “an affection 
of the will.” 
571
  Freedom is the basis of both love and covenant.  It is through the graces 




As a sacrament, the gift of married love receives “consecration” by and is “caught 
up into” the love of Christ.
573
  Such graces work toward the “perfection of their own 
personalities, as well as their mutual sanctification,” and both spouses might therefore go 
about their apostolate through their inward conversion and the conversion of their 
partner.
 574
  Such self-offering to God and to one another is reflective of the way that 
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Christ “handed himself over” for the Church.
575
  Therefore, to enter into marriage is to 
enter into voluntary self-gift and, harkening back to a term antedating the Council, 
marriage is a means of “sacrifice.”
576
  These virtues of love and self-sacrifice unite the 
love of spouses to the “mystery of love” that is the work of Christ, which includes his 
self-offering of death and resurrection.
577
  This parallelism between the love of marriage 
and the love of Christ is to be expected, because spouses are “made to the image of the 
living God.”
578
  While not explicitly stated, Gaudium et Spes‟s portrait of marriage as a 
state of self-offering is compatible with Lumen Gentium‟s vision of the Eucharistic and 
priestly role of the laity.  Marriage is thus a Eucharistic and priestly act.  Married couples 
mirror God‟s own self-offering with their “total fidelity” and “contribute jointly to the 
glory of God.”
579
   
Notably, spouses‟ mutual fidelity and self-offering constitute a sacrificial way of 
life, but not one that is asymmetrical in terms of gender.  Gaudium et Spes is clear to 
note, more than any other document, that spousal giving in marriage is a “total” love for 
both partners and is rooted in the “equal personal dignity of wife and husband.”
 580
  Yet 
this equality of dignity is not necessarily an equality of function.  While women‟s “social 
progress” is not to be “underrated,” a wife‟s “domestic role” and “care” for her children 
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is to be “safely preserved.”
 581
  Conversely, the document says only that a father‟s “active 
presence” is “highly beneficial” for the “formation” of children.
582
 
While unclear about the equal housekeeping and child-rearing functions of 
mothers and fathers, Gaudium et Spes is clear in its statement that both parents have an 
equal part in procreation itself.  Exemplifying self-giving and self-denial, the virtues and 
blessings of this marital relationship should be passed on to the next generation.  In so 
doing, human beings share in the physical and spiritual union that God intended and 
extend that union by partaking in God‟s own “creative work”: 
Marriage and conjugal love are by their nature ordained toward the begetting and 
educating of children.  Children are really the supreme gift of marriage and 
contribute very substantially to the welfare of their parents. The God Himself 
Who said, “it is not good for man to be alone” (Gen. 2:18) and “Who made man 
from the beginning male and female” (Matt. 19:4), wishing to share with man a 
certain special participation in His own creative work, blessed male and female, 




Parents, in cooperating with God‟s creative action, also cooperate with the 
Creator‟s redeeming action through their own spiritual formation and that of their 
children:  “They should realize that they are thereby cooperators with the love of God the 
Creator, and are, so to speak, the interpreters of that love.”
584
  This formation includes 
Christian education and is rooted in the freedom of the family to choose according to its 
own physical and spiritual needs, the needs of “temporal” society, and the needs of the 
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  “As a result,” Gaudium et Spes notes, “with their parents leading the way by 
example and family prayer, children and indeed everyone gathered around the family 
hearth will find a readier path to human maturity, salvation and holiness.”
586
 
The family‟s freedom of discernment, however, must be attentive to the official 
teaching of the Church.
587
  While Gaudium et Spes does uphold the traditional role of 
parents as governors of their children, it does place some limits on parental power.  
Parents are to place “no pressure” upon their children‟s choice of marriage partner or 
religious vocation.
588
  Such is a departure from the earlier practices of the twentieth 
century, wherein parents had veto power over the vocational and martial choices of their 
children.  In the rhetoric of Gaudium et Spes, then, marriage and parenthood are a 
vocation of freedom, rooted in God‟s free and covenantal election of humankind; 
however, parental freedom must nurture, and not supersede, the freedom of children.  
Children‟s agency within the family also contributes to a kind of familial 
reciprocity not found in other documents.  Indeed, Gaudium et Spes notes that children 
will contribute to their parents‟ holiness, too.  Familial formation is thus one of 
reciprocity between parents and children:  “As living members of the family, children 
contribute in their own way to making their parents holy.  For they will respond to the 
kindness of their parents with sentiments of gratitude, with love and trust.”
589
  
Importantly, this reciprocal family love extends beyond the family sphere to others in 
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society, too, as seen in Lumen Gentium and Apostolicam Actuositatem.  This service 
flows out of the family‟s identity as a covenantal unit: 
Families too will share their spiritual riches generously with other families. Thus 
the Christian family, which springs from marriage as a reflection of the loving 
covenant uniting Christ with the Church,(9) and as a participation in that 
covenant, will manifest to all men Christ's living presence in the world, and the 




To engage society beyond the family sphere, the laity is also invited to study the 
Christian tradition in institutes of higher learning.  Just as loving service must extend 
beyond the home to wider society, so must Christian education, begun in the home, 
continue through the many channels available to the faithful.  Key among these channels 
are the liturgy itself, university or seminary courses, and groups promoting the lay 
apostolate.
591
  This invitation to higher learning in theology is a further invitation for the 
laity to exercise their freedom in the leadership of the Church, to become competent 
teachers of the faith, and to apply Christian teaching to new societal needs and to new 
areas of experience.  In fact, Gaudium et Spes is clear to affirm that “all the faithful, 
whether clerics or laity, possess a lawful freedom of inquiry, freedom of thought and of 
expressing their mind with humility and fortitude in those matters on which they enjoy 
competence.”
592
  Such statements both recognized and encouraged the newfound 
education, aspirations, and resources, which many developed-world laypersons 
possessed.   
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It follows that familial education, as an education in the proper use of freedom, 
includes formation in love and in culture.
 593
  All aspects of daily life and culture are a 
meaningful part of the Christian vocation; it is through culture that the layperson 
agentially brings the world “under his control.”
594
  The family, able to change culture yet 
also changed by culture, is an important site for working toward a spiritually beneficial 
cultural order.  Beginning in the home, the human being learns to “[render] social life 
more human both in the family and the civic community, through improvement of 
customs and institutions.”
 595
  Furthermore, just as family is called to the task of 
“redeeming the present time,” building up the Church and the wider world, so must the 
family receive aid from the parish, from groups encouraging the lay apostolate, and from 
civil society.
596
  Social upbuilding is a reciprocal process.   
Through preaching, “liturgical worship,” and pastoral care, parish priests are 
called to aid in the formation of the family.
597
  The Church is also called to nurture 
familial and lay mission in the world, through groups that train the young and “spouses 
themselves” for “family, social and apostolic life.” 
598
  An essential part of this apostolic 
life is the alleviation of injustice.  In keeping with some of its opening sections, Gaudium 
et Spes reaffirms an awareness of colonialism and the laity‟s duty to help those less 
fortunate.  Such a theme was earlier seen in Apostolicam Actuositatem, but here there is a 
distinct awareness of globalization:   
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Since there are so many people prostrate with hunger in the world, this sacred 
council urges all, both individuals and governments, to remember the aphorism of 
the Fathers, “Feed the man dying of hunger, because if you have not fed him, you 
have killed him,” and really to share and employ their earthly goods, according to 
the ability of each, especially by supporting individuals or peoples with the aid by 




Aware of the need for distributive justice, governments are to encourage families 
and citizens to work for and share in social betterment.  Governments must therefore 
promote “family and social services,” which will prevent citizens from “certain inactivity 
vis-à-vis society or from rejecting the burden of taking up office or from refusing to 
serve.”
600
  Yet the redistribution of resources does not trump private property; it merely 
makes private property possible for more persons and families.  Private property, says 
Gaudium et Spes, is essential for the “autonomy of the person and of the family.”
 601
  Just 
as families freely choose how to care for their members, so they must choose how to 
make use of temporal goods for such care.  In all, society is meant to organize families 
for service and to organize social services for the common good and the freedom of 
families.  In particular, avenues of higher learning should foster those laypersons who can 
contribute to the just distribution of goods, especially in light of the “population 
problem.”
602
  Lay expertise and social transformation are highly interrelated, and in both 
the family and in society, education and spiritual vocation are closely intertwined.  
Just economics, and the freedom to make economic decisions, are rooted not only 
in the dignity of the person and of the family, but economic freedom also flows out of the 
innate dignity of labor, which is itself given dignity and grace because of the Incarnation: 
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This labor, whether it is engaged in independently or hired by someone else, 
comes immediately from the person, who as it were stamps the things of nature 
with his seal and subdues them to his will. By his labor a man ordinarily supports 
himself and his family, is joined to his fellow men and serves them, and can 
exercise genuine charity and be a partner in the work of bringing divine creation 
to perfection. Indeed, we hold that through labor offered to God man is associated 
with the redemptive work of Jesus Christ, Who conferred an eminent dignity on 
labor when at Nazareth He worked with His own hands. From this there follows 
for every man the duty of working faithfully and also the right to work. It is the 
duty of society, moreover, according to the circumstances prevailing in it, and in 
keeping with its role, to help the citizens to find sufficient employment. Finally, 
remuneration for labor is to be such that man may be furnished the means to 
cultivate worthily his own material, social, cultural, and spiritual life and that of 
his dependents, in view of the function and productiveness of each one, the 
conditions of the factory or workshop, and the common good.
603
 
Christ‟s sharing in humanity not only confirms the holiness of being made in the image 
of God, but his Incarnation also confirms the holiness of creative activity, whether the 
creative activity of begetting and rearing children, or the creative activity of living out 
one‟s profession with dignity and informed by the Gospel.  Vocation, familial or 
professional, is ultimately expressed in labor.  Labor, moreover, is always a human 
imaging of God‟s own creative action.  
With Christ as its sharer, sanctifier, and exemplar, family and wider society exist 
for the creative promotion of true human goods.  Human “institutions” can be true 
promoters of what is “good and just,” and thus, they may be channels for the work of the 
Church.
604
  The family is one of the goods that society might uphold, and civil society 
must not interfere with the Church‟s mission to promote such goods: 
[The Church] has no fiercer desire than that in pursuit of the welfare of all she 
may be able to develop herself freely under any kind of government which grants 
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recognition to the basic rights of person and family, to the demands of the 




Similar to such documents as Inter Mirifica and Lumen Gentium, Gaudium et 
Spes identifies laypersons and families as “citizens in the world.” These faithful (1) 
should learn skills that will help them to work with other citizens in achieving that which 
is beneficial for society.
606
  Yet, as they do so, the laity (2) is also supposed to infuse its 
secular labors with the “divine law.”
607
  (3) This expertise requires that laypersons seek 
the answers to some of their own questions and problems, particularly in those spheres 
where they have great expertise.  In these areas, their knowledge and facility might 
exceed that of their own pastors, and thus, guided by the teaching of the Church and the 
Christian tradition, Gaudium at Spes urges, “let the layman take on his own distinctive 
role.”
608
   
The lay vocation, then, is predicated upon (a) cooperation with Church authority, 
as well as (b) lay agency, freedom, and social upbuilding.  Keeping with the evangelical 
message of Sacrosanctum Concilium, Inter Mirifica, Lumen Gentium, and Apostolicam 
Actuositatem, Gaudium et Spes declares, “Since they have an active role to play in the 
whole life of the Church, laymen are not only bound to penetrate the world with a 
Christian spirit, but are also called to be witnesses to Christ in all things in the midst of 
human society.”
609
  As they do so, laypersons, through marriage, family, and work, will 
not only further the Christian message, but they will naturally do so in ways that are 
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shaped by and speak to their own cultural symbols and traditions:  “[Man] renders social 
life more human both in the family and the civic community, through improvement of 
customs and institutions.”
 610
  Married couples thus evangelize and transform the world in 
ways that also bolster and inculturate the Church.  Even married love, while always 
patterned on Gods‟ love, “manifests itself in a variety of ways depending on the worthy 
customs of various peoples and times.”
611
 
Seen above, rather than a message of the ascendancy of the Church and the simple 
obedience of the laity, there is a sense that the Church‟s leadership is not always 
equipped for every task it faces.  Moreover, Gaudium et Spes notes that Church members 
not only fall short of societal demands, but also that they fall short of the Christian 
message itself: 
…among her members, both clerical and lay, some have been unfaithful to the 
Spirit of God during the course of many centuries; in the present age, too, it does 
not escape the Church how great a distance lies between the message she offers 




The call to transformation is thus both internal and external.  All members of the Church 
are called to take up the challenge of Christian witness in the world, in no small part 
through purification and renewal.
613
 
The Church, then, as an institution in the midst of wider human society, can better 
perform its mission (1) through the interior conversion of its members and (2) through the 
contributions of social structures “outside” of itself.
614
   The Church may better perform 
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its mission and “adjust more successfully” to the times by its reliance on the talents and 
structures offered by people “of every rank and condition” who promote “the human 
community at the family level, culturally, in its economic, social and political 
dimensions, both nationally and internationally.”
615
 
 F. An Informed Council 
While not without holding onto, for example, assumptions about femininity, the 
five documents above serve as witness to a markedly agential change in the official 
pedagogy of the Catholic Church.  The rhetoric of the Church, in matters of both family 
and Eucharist, has moved from a pre-Vatican II emphasis on hierarchy, obedience, and 
penitence, to one of collaboration, agency, and active participation.  The official theology 
of the Church now spoke at once to the needs of a globalized world, to the capabilities of 
a mobile and educated faithful in developed nations, and to the needs of a struggling and 
marginalized faithful in developing, post-colonial nations.  Herein, the Eucharist, Christ‟s 
gift of self, is to be actively sought out, actively offered, and actively enacted in the 
world.  Families, as domestic units of Church, are to offer themselves to their members, 
to the Church, and to the world at large as mission-driven agents of the Gospel.   
These theologies of Catholic Action existed before the Second Vatican Council 
and surely informed it, but they also persisted in the lived experiences of the faithful 
during and after the Council years.  Like the Council documents, the experience of the 
1960‟s and 70‟s demonstrated that this was a period where previously-accepted ideas 
coexisted with a new vision of human agency.   Notwithstanding the coexistence of older 
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valuations of gender, race, children, and hierarchy, Catholics had begun to value a new 
sense of personal responsibility, public engagement, and social change.    
IV. Agency Lived 
A. Gender 
In 1964, at Brescia College in Owensboro, Kentucky, Sr. Francesca, O.S.U., was 
busy teaching her college-age females about the proper role of a Christian woman in the 
world, in a course called “The Eternal Woman.”
616
  Ethel Marbach, extolling the work of 
Sr. Francesca, notes that this role flies in the face of mistaken feminist battle cries such 
that of Betty Friedan, as Sr. Francesca was urging young women to recognize “soft 
dignity and femininity.”
617
  In this class, Marbach explains that women are clearly taught 
that they are a “help” unto their husbands; they are beacons of “patience, understanding, 
tenderness, and kindness” who draw “all things back to the hearth.”
618
  “…figure, face, 
hair, posture, voice, vocabulary, styles, and grooming…”—all these were the stuff of 
women‟s proper role in the world.
619
  Yet Sr. Francesca encouraged women to claim this 
role not with reservation or deference, but with the strength proper to a God-given 
“complement” to man.
620
   As complement, woman is a genuine vessel of the Holy Spirit, 
and as such, she deserves to “make herself as beautiful as possible.”
621
  All of these 
teachings, Marbach lauds, allow for a remarkable “transformation.”
 622
  These young 
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women go from being “bouncy, sneakerclad, giggling girls” to being “young ladies with 
high heels and gloves.”
623
     
At roughly the same time as Sr. Francesca‟s course, the Christian Family 
Movement was speaking of feminism as a genuine possibility, as a movement that might 
well be voicing women‟s difficulty in being able to “fulfill themselves in the traditional 
homemaker role….”
624
  Women, too, this CFM booklet urges, deserve to pursue a career.  
The question remains, though, whether women will get fair treatment if they begin to 
pursue traditionally male-centered professions.
625
  “And WHAT ABOUT CHILDREN?” 
the booklet emphatically asks.
626
  It suggests, however, that CFM members seriously 
discern whether they can help others to have a chance to pursue a vocation outside of the 
home, by forming, for example, daycare networks in their home town.
627
  The booklet 
also asks the following question, evidencing its sympathies with women‟s changing place 
in society:  “Is there some way you could lend support to a woman—or a man—who is 
trying to „branch out‟ from an unnecessarily confining and stereotypical role?”
628
 
Both Sr. Francesca and Betty Friedan were interested in securing women‟s 
agency.  Yet the choice to assert domestic pedigree is a choice, relatively unchanged from 
earlier decades, to give women volition in the home and/or in deference to the 
governance of husband and Church.  As Walter Imbiorski explains in The Basic Cana 
Manual, “in marriage” men and women “assume different roles, and man in this 
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structured institution is head of women.”
629
  On the contrary, the choice to pursue a 
career and to compete with male vocations is a choice to enter the public sphere, and the 
market, in a new way.  As the CFM pamphlet, Quality of Life, asserts, at the heart of 
Vatican II-era Catholic life is the question of personal freedom.  In fact, at 1971 CFM 
meetings, one of the incipient units of discussion centered upon the question of how to 
uphold the freedom of one‟s spouse.  The lesson concluded with the following question 
for reflection:  “How do you feel you can help your spouse develop greater personal 
freedom?”
630
  The assumption of the Vatican II era, then, is that women and men have 
freedom; such freedom is, in fact, equal for both genders, in that the freedom of one 
spouse might “conflict” with the freedom of the other.
631
   
Of course, the very discernment process that the CFM invoked evidences that 
many were neither for nor against the women‟s movement.  As Barbara Mikulski writes, 
many women, affected by years of blue collar labor, had no interest in joining the 
workforce:  “They didn‟t find it especially gratifying to work in factories or to stand there 
trimming tomatoes….”
632
  Mikulski also asserts that such women took issue with the new 
emphasis on liturgical change and folk culture.  These women possessed their own 
liturgical, cultural, and musical traditions, and felt confused to be told that they should 
adopt something new.  Such women, desirous of choosing for themselves, were 
“searching” to find their feelings about the changes of the 1960‟s and 70‟s.
633
  As such, 
Mikulski hopes that “maybe we could take a look at our cultural diversity and…respect 
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the different feelings that we have.”
634
  Thus, while some looked to earlier models of 
feminine, “domestic” agency, others resonated with the likes of Betty Friedan and Mary 
Daly, who saw women‟s agency as existing to assert their equal place alongside men in 
the family, in the workplace, and perhaps even in the Church.  Still others were unsure of 
the changing sphere of gender and were “searching,” exercising their freedom to discern 
their role in society.   
B. Catechesis 
As the subject of gender illumines, the very catechesis of this era shows a tension 
between an older reliance upon the self-evident authority of the Catholic Church and a 
changing, more agential sense of the Christian life.  For example, a 1967 work, entitled A 
Catechism for Non-Catholics, explains the Eucharist in a traditional question-and-answer 
format.  It asks questions such as “Is the same Christ who was offered for you on the 
cross offered in Mass?” to which it offers the following answer:  “Yes, this is the 
wonderful and startling truth about the Mass.”
635
  Choosing to focus on the supernatural 
presence of Christ, the catechism says almost nothing about how the faithful are to 
partake in the offering of this sacrifice, other than by explaining that the priest is not the 
only site of Christ in the Holy Sacrifice:  “Christ is present in the Sacrifice of the Mass, 
not only in the person of His minister…but especially under the Eucharistic species.”
636
  
Interestingly, the catechism attributes the preceding line to the “Second Vatican 
Council,” yet without specifying exactly where the citation was obtained.  Another 
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section also seems to pay a similarly loose homage to the Council by bearing the title, 
“Your Participation in the Worship of God.”
637
  While replete with quotations from 
Sacrosanctum Concilium, this section says little about what participation involves other 
than following the actions and example of the priest.
638
  Thus, if such a catechism offers 
the laity the agency of liturgical participation, it would seem such agency is one of 
obedience to the teachings of the Church and to the example of the clergy.  Here, agency 
is defined by self-abnegation, that is, placing oneself under the volition of others.  
Likewise, a collection of catechism stories from this period continues to speak of 
the Mass not so much in terms of participation, but rather, in terms of a mystical devotion 
of self-sacrifice at the “Holy Sacrifice” of the altar.  An older couple was blessed with a 
long marriage and a successful life, one story explains, “…because the holy sacrifice of 
the Mass was the center of their life.”
 639
  This couple offered themselves as they 
“ascended Calvary with Christ” each day, and thus, they received great health in 
return.
640
  Similarly, these stories continued to impart ideas seen well before the Council, 
associating Mass attendance with heroic soldiering unto death, fortuitous and selfless 
mothering, or even the graced power to offer one‟s own life in atonement.
641
  
Indeed, one story portrays a boy, Johnny, who is called a “little martyr” as he 
offers to God his own life to atone for his parents‟ drinking and party-going.
642
  God, of 
course, accepts this offering, and Johnny‟s parents are mortified to find out the cause of 
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their son‟s death.  Yet, because of his “offering,” the story leaves its readers on a high 
note:  “Today these two parents are daily communicants and exemplary Catholics.”
643
  
This same compilation of catechism stories offers the story of another boy, Timmy, 
whose mother urges him to talk to Jesus as he kneels before the Blessed Sacrament.  Yet, 
in order to talk to the Eucharistic Christ, Timmy‟s mother tells him to say “…the prayers 
that you know.”
644
  Conversation with God, then, is not about Timmy‟s own ideas, but is 
something that is best carried out in deference to the words of others.   
As this catechetical world shows, and in continuity with themes present prior to 
the Council, the central imagery for the Mass, as well as for pious living, is that of 
sacrifice.  Visiting Christ crucified in the Mass can bring soldiers and children the 
fortitude to offer their own lives, and approaching the Eucharistic Christ is done through 
obedient recitation of prayers.  Lastly, if there is any earthly consequence to Eucharistic 
worship, it is mystical growth in holiness and, for those who are not to be martyrs, the 
possible gift of long life.  In this perduring model, freedom exists for deference to God‟s 
scales of justice, to priests, and to country.  Such a focus is decidedly non-agential and 
otherworldly, yet it surely stands in a long tradition of Catholic pedagogy.   
A 1964 catechism, entitled A Modern Catechism, stands in stark contrast to this 
hierarchical and rather non-volitional vision of the liturgy and of Catholic faith.  This text 
does not speak of the Eucharist in terms of the sacred powers of the Church or of its 
priesthood, but rather, it presents the Eucharist as a sacred meal rooted in the Jewish 
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  Rather than inviting deference to its teachings, this catechism invites the 
faithful to understand and appreciate the Eucharist in its historical and religious contexts.  
The catechism does so, however, without neglecting to explain that this sacred meal 
involves the transformation of bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ.
646
  
Similarly, while it espouses the theological concept that Jesus is the “Lamb of God” who 
“takes away the sins of the world,” it refers to the transforming action of the Eucharist as 
a “banquet.”
647
  This banquet is the source of God‟s “covenant” with God‟s people, a 
concept that is well in line with the language of Sacrosanctum Concilium.
648
    
Another catechism, from 1966, also stresses that the Eucharist is a meal which has 
its roots in the Judaic tradition.  “Like the Jews,” it explains, “we renew our faith by 
acting out the events that saved us.”
649
  Thus, “modern” catechisms of the period would 
seem to use historical awareness as a means of justifying the Eucharistic meal and as a 
way of creating an invitation or dialogue with the reader, versus the simple assertion of 
hierarchic truths.  Similarly, the 1966 catechism carries a familiar and dialogical quality 
in explaining the mysterious transformation involved in the Eucharistic meal.  It notes 
that explaining the “how” of the transformation is unimportant; while the Church has 
traditionally explained this change as transubstantiation, “what matters” is that “God 
feeds his people now.”
650
  “Ordinary bread and wine” really do become the “body and 
blood” of Christ, which are “the principle and most immediate contact” that “his 
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followers” can have with him.
651
  Thus, this catechism explains that God feeds his people 
with God‟s own self.  Again, this food that God offers is that of a Lamb “whose blood 
will save the people from death.”
652
   
A third catechetical source, published in 1975 by the Diocese of Green Bay, 
Wisconsin, is entitled Prayer:  Family Style.  This manual provides a large array of 
reflections, though most of them offer not more than a few lines of text for consideration.  
One such prompt asks, “Is the family meal an indirect preparation for Mass?”
653
  Unlike 
earlier catechetical sources, it does not offer a definitive reply, or even a complete 
sentence, but rather, this guide simply offers phrases for reflection on the “family meal”:  
“…occasion to remember God‟s goodness and bounty…quarrels forgotten and 
weaknesses forgiven…gratefulness to God for His love.”
654
  Here, one sees yet another 
source which exhibits familiar/accessible language and connects the Eucharist to the task 
of eating.  Yet this catechism is careful not to conflate the family dinner with the Blessed 




The above catechisms evidence three important themes in this period during and 
after Vatican II:  (1) In each case, the Eucharist is not asserted as mystical fact, but rather, 
it is historically explained; (2) the Eucharist is explained in each case as a “meal”; and (3) 
this meal is, nevertheless, a sacrificial offering of Christ‟s Body and Blood.  Yet, in 
discussing this sacrifice, the texts do not focus on the hierarchic official who leads the 
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sacrifice, but rather, they focus on the body of the faithful whose participation and 
incorporation is required for an efficacious Eucharist.
656
  In fact, none of the three texts 
cited above make mention of the priest as being involved in the Eucharistic meal.  Rather, 
the texts create a much more accessible and democratic quality by relying upon 
historically-rooted explanations, by deeming it unnecessary to understand traditional 
theological concepts such as “transubstantiation,” and by stressing the importance of 
partaking in a ritual meal wherein Christ is truly and bodily encountered.  The 1966 
catechism discussed above explains that the Mass is something which the faithful “enter 
into” and “personally live….”
657
  Likewise, the 1963 booklet, Leadership in the Christian 
Family Movement, insists that, in and through the Mass, “…the most basic need that all 
men have is the need to be looked upon as an individual of worth, and to be given an 
opportunity in each situation to develop.”
658
 
Thus, far from hierarchic, this new catechetical approach is what John O‟Malley 
describes as a change in tone.  On account of Vatican II, Church teaching and catechesis, 
at least in part, has gone from asking for obedience to inviting understanding, from 
stressing “vertical” hierarchy to stressing “horizontal” participation.
659
  Seen in the 
literature above, this agency is both focused on what the faithful “personally” do to 
participate in the Church and on how to extend the “opportunity” of participation to 
others.   
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Of course, this “personal” tone can also have a downside, which is condescension.   
Again, the 1966 catechism mentioned above refuses to define transubstantiation, insisting 
that such terms are “not important.”  Ironically, this familiar tone is attempting to 
encourage people to find religion accessible, yet it is precisely at this time that many 
Catholics were insisting that they be treated as “adults” who are fully capable of learning 
and choosing for themselves.  This same catechism also refers to the tabernacle as a 
“little locker,” attempting to use language accessible to readers.  Yet, with a readership 
desirous of being “mature,” such “dumbed down” terminology would be perceived as 
condescending at least as much as it was deemed accessible.  Even the attempt at 
horizontal language, though, indicates that something has happened.  According to 
Lumen Gentium, the Church no longer addresses “its children” so much as “its 




At its best, then, this new horizontal tone in catechesis aims to inspire an agency 
that is both personal and communal in nature.  It invites the faithful to understand 
tradition, to enter into personal relationship with God, and to gather together in prayer as 
one body, confident that “God feeds his people with God‟s own self.”  Using the strength 
of this food, the faithful are called to “develop” the “worth” of their neighbors.  This 
personal yet other-centered aspect of Vatican II-era piety deserves further analysis, 
especially as it bears upon individual spirituality and social awareness and action in the 
1960‟s and 70‟s.   
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C. Individual Spirituality 
This emphasis on the Eucharist being “personally” engaged and “personally” 
lived also resulted in a more individualistic sense of spirituality.  As the CFM noted, even 
attentiveness to others is something to be “personally” enacted out of a respect for the 
worth of an “individual” and for the “personal freedom” of spouses.  Likewise, in this 
period, the U.S. bishops changed the long formula recited at the distribution of the 
Eucharist to the simple phrase, “The Body of Christ.”
661
 The bishops explained this move 
toward accessibility by noting that “it seeks to highlight the important concept of the 
community as the body of Christ,” but this corporate membership only results from the 
“assent of the individual.”
662
 
These “personal” emphases, in catechisms and in apostolic groups, resonated with 
Sacrosanctum Concilium‟s emphasis on “fully conscious, and active participation” so 
that all persons might, in their own context, be able to engage in the liturgy.
663
  It also 
resonated with the document‟s hopes that traditional devotions, while venerable, should 
not interfere with or supplant authentic dialogue with God.
664
  The opening prayer of the 
CFM‟s Quality of Life booklet expresses this spirit well.  The back of the cover page 
contains the following note:  “Some groups find that spontaneous prayers reflect in a 
meaningful way the concern and aspirations of the couples.  Anyone should feel free to 
offer such a prayer at the beginning or conclusion of a meeting.”
665
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The encouragement of “personal” prayer in this era conformed to a new lay desire 
for leadership and spiritual freedom; after all, laypersons believed that they were 
“intelligent enough.”  Yet where did this desire originate?  Again, the period‟s rise in 
education, economic mobility, and suburban living resulted in an increased distance from 
traditional ethnic enclaves as well as traditional cultural and religious practices.  In the 
suburbs, life was more ethnically integrated as well as culturally atomized.  In the 
American suburbs, there was no “one way” of cooking, gardening, earning a living, or, 
for that matter, going to church.  As such, it was sensible that contemporary times and 
people were calling for modes of devotion that spoke to a more cerebral and less 
tradition-bound laity.  As a man from New Hampshire offered, “thinking Catholics” 
approved of this time of changing faith life.
666
   
Of course, while “thinking” laypersons surely responded to the Council‟s 
changes, the bishops at the Council were also responding to a changing world, which was 
already visible in the fluctuating demographics and worship patterns of their own 
dioceses.  In the United States, Mass attendance fell from 74 percent to 60 percent from 
1958 to 1970.
667
  Furthermore, the Council, it will be remembered, was merely putting 
into more widespread and official practice many of the new liturgical and participatory 
emphases that had been influential in the decades prior to Vatican II.   
Therefore, due to both social and theological changes, popular piety had altered 
by the Conciliar years.  As the CFM exemplifies, the energies of this period, both in the 
Council and among the laity, were decidedly liturgical and communal, on the one hand, 
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and individual and unrehearsed, on the other.  As with the case of Mass attendance, 
traditional devotions—rosary groups, adoration societies, even frequent reconciliation—
declined exponentially in this period.  In 1969, Tucson‟s chronicler reported that evening 




One pastor, at Sacred Heart Parish in Newton Centre, Massachusetts, accepted 
this changing climate.  He cancelled the parish‟s weekly devotional society meetings and 
encouraged his parishioners to spend individual time in prayer each day.
669
  Some of the 
changing devotional patterns, however, were inadvertently caused by new Conciliar 
implementations.  As Timothy Matovina explains, when the Saturday vigil Mass was 
implemented in San Antonio in the 1970s, the Hijas de Maria reduced their devotions for 
the month of May by nearly half, as the new Mass conflicted with the usual time that they 
gathered.
670
   Generally speaking, though, this “climate change” was not an overnight 
phenomenon effected by the Council, but rather, it was caused by a new field of 
demographic realities.  For example, new media such as television gradually took the 
place of novenas and rosary groups, which had once served as pastimes as well as 
devotions.
671
   
The emphasis on liturgical renewal, participation, and personal freedom also 
resulted in confusion and a sense of loss among the faithful, prompting some to note that 
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this period was one of a “piety void.”
672
  As some writers explained, there was also a 
chance that former devotional practices, often communal in nature, and attentive to a 
variety of daily struggles and needs, were not fully replaceable with the “new” patterns of 
prayer.  In a 1965 article in The Critic, Dan Herr writes, 
The visits to the Blessed Sacrament, devotional confession, novenas, missions, 
even retreats, no longer have the force in the lives of many Catholics that they 
once had.  And yet the new liturgy—although in most cases it has been accepted 
well enough—has not yet become sufficiently meaningful or satisfying to fill the 
void left by pious devotions.  As a result, many Catholics feel a loss in their lives 




Corroborating this point, one layman wrote a letter to a Catholic periodical asking a priest 
to please explain to him why there were so many changes:  “…why, why, why?” inquired 
the exasperated man.
674
  Also, one priest challenged that a new emphasis on “action” and 
“participation” ought not to supplant time before the Blessed Sacrament.  He was 
concerned that faithful parishioners who held onto this “older” practice were being 
ridiculed for having a genuine belief in the goodness of Eucharistic adoration.  Fr. 
Lowery writes,   
In my years as a priest, and long before, I have known many outstandingly 
apostolic and committed Catholics who made frequent visits to the Blessed 
Sacrament.  These people were no „ghetto‟ Catholics.  They were on fire with 
love for Christ and their fellowmen...It is indeed a shame when mature and 
committed Catholics are made to feel, as even some priests and religious have 
been made to feel, that they are somehow un-liturgical, unprogressive and non-




While the participatory and “personal” changes implemented by the Council encouraged 
new expressions of lay maturity and agency, it must also be admitted that these changes 
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could supplant previous, and equally important, forms of contemplative and communal 
agency.   
Furthermore, the positive lay reception of the changes implemented at the Council 
was in many ways conditioned by catechesis on the local level.  If their pastors or parish 
life had introduced them to ideas of the liturgical movement, or if they had introduced the 
ideas of the Council in a methodical and gradual way, parishioners were apt to be less 
shocked.  A Minnesota parish, for instance, underwent six training session to prepare 
them for the changes.
676
  Yet often such education did not exist at the local level.  One 
New Jersey pastor simply informed his parishioners that, the next week, there would be 
some changes to the Mass, which were “…the will of the Holy Father….”
677
  Also, 
regardless of their degree of preparation, some laypersons were just not fond of the 
changes to their spiritual regimen, complaining that the new liturgy, for example, was 
“lacking beauty, mystery, and majesty.”
678
  Sacrosanctum Concilium asked for balance in 
discerning how to hold onto traditional practices while still maintaining participatory 
dialogue with God, but, as the mixed reactions of the time evidence, this balance was not 
easy to achieve.
679
   
Nevertheless, even as the faithful struggled to find their way amidst a new array 
of spiritual options, they showed signs of renewed piety.  Even as Mass attendance 
declined, the rate of Catholic worship observance was still higher than that found in 
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  Moreover, among the large numbers who still attended weekly 
liturgy, Eucharistic reception was now a reality for a significantly growing number of 
Mass-goers, rising from under 29 percent in 1963 to over 50 percent 1976.
681
  After all, 
when invited to a meal, it is peculiar to refuse food.
682
  To receive Communion 
frequently, and in the hand, was means for the laity to express a newfound sense of 
personal connection to Christ, a connection that followed from Apostolicam 
Actuositatem‟s assertion that the “image of God” brought equal dignity to each one of the 
faithful.
683
  Such new signs of popular faith fulfilled the hopes of Pius X and Pius XII, as 
well as the hopes of the Council fathers.   
Also, as Prayer:  Family Style attests, it was possible to use the ideas of personal 
dignity and personal connection to God as ways of mediating between traditional 
Eucharistic piety and a newfound freedom from pious rubrics.  One prayer prompt, 
entitled “Visit to the Blessed Sacrament,” did not prescribe prayers for Eucharistic 
adoration, but rather, the book simply provided the following thoughts for prayer before 
the Eucharistic Body of Christ: “Think, Pray, Promise.”
684
  Free-flowing dialogue and 
traditional contemplation were, ideally, compatible prospects.   Catholic adaptation 
without loss was indeed possible, and gave new life to agential participation in Catholic 
life and liturgy. 
Further evidence of devotional adaptation is exemplified in the popularity of the 
Cursillo retreat, charismatic Catholicism, and Latino/Latina struggles for worker rights.  
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While these movements could be interpreted as a break with previous practices, they 
actually pay homage to the apostolic groups that, throughout the twentieth century, had 
been so popular.  As rosary guilds and “weekends with God” lost popularity, practices 
like Cursillo took their place.
685
  For an educated laity eager for personal growth and 
leadership, Cursillo took high standing.  Begun in Spain in the 1940‟s, Cursillo grew to 
be one of the most popular spiritual practices among Vatican II-era Catholics, notably in 
Hispanic parishes.  It was similar to earlier retreat groups in that it took parishioners away 
from ordinary life for three days.  Yet the purpose of this retreat was not focused on 
priestly reflections and traditional devotions, but rather, it introduced retreatants to 
doctrinal basics followed by different methods of prayer.
686
  It was focused on asking 
laypersons, selected by their pastor, to reflect on their “personal calling.”
687
  Former 
retreatants continued to meet, hosting one another in their homes, in order to foster 
“continuing Christian conversion.”
688
  Thus, Cursillo encouraged participants to carry on 
the agential work of faith in their own lives and homes. 
Also during this time, “Marriage Encounter” weekends asked couples to hear 
brief talks, which were followed by periods of reflection upon their personal experiences; 
they were to share these reflections, in turn, with one another.  These retreats granted 
agency not only to the retreating couples, but also to their leaders, which consisted of a 
priest as well as veteran couples of the retreat.  These weekends, and the conversations 
they inspired, could have a notable impact upon the participants‟ sense of ownership over 
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their relationships and their faith lives.  As one woman explained, “During the weekend, I 
met Don‟s God and he met mine.”
689
   
By making a retreat a matter of education as well as prayer, Cursillo and the 
Marriage Encounter were able to appeal to more learned faithful.  In focusing on personal 
experience yet creating a sense of group identity and interpersonal responsibility, these 
exercises managed to bridge the individual-communal divide that seemed endemic to the 
post-Vatican II piety void.  By cooperating with pastors and parishes, yet also being a 
safe space for lay leadership and equal-gendered participation, these retreats also 
managed to be non-conflictual while still being agentially empowering.   
Also avoiding the emptiness of the “piety void” were those Catholics who were 
involved with the Catholic charismatic renewal.  First experienced in Los Angeles in 
1906, charismatic Christianity was marked by such signs as praying in tongues, healing, 
and spontaneous prayer and prophecy.
690
  Roman Catholics began to experience these 
same phenomena at Duquesne University in 1967, and this manner of praying spread 
throughout the United States.  While some charismatic groups founded, or overtook, their 
own parishes, most were extra-parochial.
691
  These groups were known for their intense 
sense of fellowship, for their enthusiasm for living the life of faith, and for inspiring 
Catholics to seek a personal relationship with God.  They were also known for being 
remarkably democratic, with equal participation by, and no distinction being made 
among, women and men, lay and clergy.  As one laywomen said, charismatic worship 
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was a time where both genders “shared equally and fully in the grace of Jesus Christ.”
692
  
Impressed with their efforts, a priest announced that the charismatic groups held a “very 
special leadership” role within a male-dominated Church.
693
 
This rather radical and unstructured modus operandi also meant that these groups 
challenged norms of Catholic liturgy and hierarchy.  While some groups welcomed 
priests, others were more hostile to them, fearing that their presence would be 
“dangerous” in this new Spirit-centered order.
694
  Likewise, some priests were suspicious 
of the para-ecclesial nature of the charismatic renewal.
695
   
Yet charismatic groups captivated many of the faithful with their intense sense of 
mission, an earnest faith, and an inviting inclusivity.  These characteristics were quite 
similar to, and perhaps even indebted to, the apostolic groups and devotional societies 
prominent in the period before Vatican II.  Moreover, charismatics often met in private 
homes, a practice well-established by groups such as the CFM.  The emphasis on 
personal engagement with God and the de-emphasis on structure appealed to Catholics 
who were proud of a newfound sense of spirutal maturity and individuality.  The 
emphasis on each and every individual also brought charismatics into tension with 
Church leaders who feared that the charismatic renewal ran the risk of over-
emotionalizing faith or completely de-centering the importance of the institutional 
Church.
696
  Like Cursillo, the charismatic renewal built upon earlier structures and 
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impulses, but, unlike Cursillo, its own charisms also made it likely to come into conflict 
with the institutions and traditions of the Church.   
Delores Huerta, a leader in United Farm Workers, also found group identity, 
“participation” alongside men, and individual faith commitment realized through her 
work for Latino and worker rights.  Yet her work also brought her the concern that she 
was “neglecting” her family.
697
  In prayer, she sought to find clarity as to whether it was 
justifiable for her to be “giving the kids a lousy supper to go to a Council meeting” and 
for her kids to “fend for themselves” or have “other people” care for them.
698
  As she 
explains, “…I would pray and say, if what I was doing wasn‟t bearing fruit, then it would 
be a sign that I shouldn‟t be doing it.  When good things came out of my work, when it 
bore fruit, I took that as a sign I should continue and that the sacrifices my family and I 
were making were justified.”  So encouraged, Huerta even desired that her children 
“participate” in the protests alongside her.
699
 
The above passage simultaneously demonstrates (1) the importance of individual 
faith commitment and personal dialogue with God, (2) issues of racial and gender justice, 
(3) the influx of new cultures of Catholicism, (4) the uneasy melding of cultures in an 
American economy where Latino families were replacing ascendant white Catholics in 
the fields of manual labor, and (5) the treatment of children.  This passage from Huerta, 
then, reprises many of the themes from this period.  Yet is also introduces a theme as-yet 
undiscussed, namely, children.   
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Above, children were no longer seen as the only primary objective of parental 
life.  While documents such as Apostolicam Actuositatem insisted that the faith-filled 
rearing of children was a primary duty of parents, it nevertheless insisted that both 
mothers and fathers possessed obligations, vocations even, to serve wider society.
700
  
Such service provided for family well-being as well as that of civil society and the 
Church.
701
  Thus, both the Council and Dolores Huerta ushered in an age where the 
vocation of parenthood was one of personal and communal, public and private 
importance.  The roles of private and public were to be held in balance, though, and as 
Huerta illustrates, these roles may even conflict with one another.   
Yet, in contrast to the participation and social engagement seen above is the 
aforementioned story of Timmy‟s visit to the Blessed Sacrament.  While United Farm 
Workers were teaching children to stand up, Fr. Lovasik‟s stories were teaching children 
to kneel down.  While Dolores Huerta was asking children to speak out for justice, Fr. 
Lovasik was asking children to quietly say “…the prayers that you know.”  Again, this is 
an era of conflicting visions of faith and agency.  As Sr. Francesca‟s college instruction 
indicates, many women and men still saw child-rearing as an exercise in instilling clear 
and complementary gender norms.
702
     
Looking at a younger demographic, in 1963 Kay Toy Fenner‟s American Catholic 
Etiquette used similar logic to prescribe proper dating roles.  Fenner explains that the 
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“rules” of dating differed for “boys” and for “girls”:  “The rules of our society give the 
man the power of choice as to whom he will date…that is, to be the aggressor.”
703
  On the 
other hand, “It is the girl who sets the „tone‟ for the relationship between herself and her 
escort…If a girl is friendly, amiable, and well-bred, she will be treated like the lady she 
is.  If she is boisterous, overly-familiar and vulgar in speech, her escort will still treat her 
as she seems to expect to be treated.”
704
   Notwithstanding the violent overtones, gender 
and dating guides such as these surely grant men the agency of choice over women, and 
women the agency of reception, appearance, and deference.  Complementarity, then, runs 
the risk of making women‟s agency simply a matter of giving it away.  Indeed, Vatican II 
used language that emphasized a mother‟s role as caretaker over her children more so 
than that of a father, yet it also stressed the “social progress of women,” and nowhere did 
it assert the natural headship of husbands or the passive nature of femininity.
705
   
Others, such as Alba Zizzamia, add their voice to the 1960‟s debates about young 
women, insisting that a woman‟s education and chosen profession “…cannot be 
determined by some preconceived or generalized traditional concept; it must be suited to 
the talents and inclinations of the individual human person and should provide the 
potential for one‟s full development.”
706
  Drawing upon the African American poet, 
Countee Cullen, Zizzamia insists that a woman who wants to assert her vocational 
freedom, public or private, “is not a problem but a person, and she craves to be so 
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  Here, Zizzamia‟s language resonates with the Vatican Council‟s concern 
for human dignity and integral development.   
A new emphasis on individuality, human development, and participation resulted 
in new thoughts about the philosophy of education as well as children‟s catechesis.  As 
McGuinness notes, one 1966 catechism makes no mention of the proper posture for 
receiving Communion.  Instead, the catechism urges children to relate to Jesus 
personally, with a short prayer that ends with these words:  “Jesus, my brother, please be 
my special food.”
708
  As McGuinness also notes, a catechism from 1974 makes no 
mention of Eucharistic etiquette, but rather, it simply notes that, to receive Communion, a 
child must be able to distinguish “ordinary food” from “the food he is given during what 
we call Communion.”
709
 Here, the emphasis on personal engagement and the meal-like 
nature of the Eucharistic invitation is coupled with a de-emphasis on everything rubrical.  
Children, in this literature, are praying agents, not passive receptacles of liturgical codes 
of conduct.  
Whereas much of the literature and practices of the pre-Vatican II era asked 
children to exhibit deference toward adults, literature and practices seen during and after 
Vatican II increasingly promote the agential growth and formation of children.  
Moreover, the justice-work of laypersons could also serve and an invitation for children, 
who were asked to participate alongside adults in actions that solidified faith identity.   
As Dolores Huerta noted, “One of the reasons our union is nonviolent is that we want our 
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women and children involved.”
710
  The work of justice motivated by faith, as it was for 
Huerta, was an experience that parents wished to share with and alongside their children.  
Moreover, as Huerta herself already defied gender boundaries, it no surprise that she 
makes no gender distinctions as she notes her desire to work for labor rights alongside the 
next generation.   
Likewise, the above-mentioned Prayer:  Family Style intentionally calls for 
rituals such as a family-shared “outdoor picnic,” which involves Scripture reading 
followed by a “Blessing of Fire and Wood.”  Another suggested prayer service is a child-
led ritual invoking God‟s blessing on Father‟s Day.  The manual even suggests having a 
“prayer tear” where each family member shares in a “thoughtful” tearing of a single piece 
of paper as a means of engendering personal dialogue with God.
711
  None of these 
exercises, moreover, make any distinction based upon gender.  Using the manual‟s own 
language, one might say that these are “groovy” rituals, but they demonstrate that parents 
desired children to be sharers in, not mere recipients of, the Catholic faith.
712
  Children 
and parents alike were encouraged to use their own creativity to “pray for each other” and 
to be “involved” with the lives of adults.
713
   
Such mutual agency in family life was a far cry from the pre-Vatican II model of 
altar boys, which were, as Orsi calls them, “repositories of [adult] need and desire.”
714
  It 
is to be expected that that the period during and after the Council would continue to 
feature some literature interpreting childhood in terms of feminine posture and masculine 
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initiative.  Yet, in an increasing array of literature and practices, faith was portrayed not 
as a matter of conditioning children to kneel with deference, but rather, it was a matter of 
sending children marching with enthusiasm.    
Whether in the microcosm of the family picnic or in the macrocosm of the labor 
strike, children of the 1960‟s and 1970‟s were asked, in new ways, to use their agency not 
for the purpose of surrender, but for the purpose of creatively participating as unique 
persons in community.  In each case, individuality exists as a sign of human dignity, but 
also, as a means of uniquely contributing to the common good.
715
  Children are 
encouraged to use their own prayerful words on behalf of their whole family, and to add 
their own dignified presence—mind and body—to the pursuit of a fair wage.   
E. Social Justice and Public Assertion  
Above, children are being taught that they have worth, in no small part, because 
they have the unique ability to impact the community.  Personalized spirituality, then, can 
be a catalyst for social responsibility.  Clearly, the private catechesis of children could 
have great public import. Again, as Apostolicam Actuositatem says, “The whole family in 
its common life, then, should be a sort of apprenticeship for the apostolate.
716
 
This emphasis on a personal responsibility for community was not simply 
confined to children‟s pedagogy; rather, in the period during and after the Council, a new 
understanding of social justice permeated all areas of Catholic life, including worship, 
apostolic groups, family reflection, and debates over racial integration and pacifism.  As 
the CFM explains, each of its members, as agents of the lay apostolate, ought to have the 
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opportunity to cultivate “an ever present awareness of their personal commitment to 
others at every tick of the clock.”
717
  This commitment can begin at Mass, where mere 
attendance is not enough.  Rather, daily toils can be united to the sacrificial work of the 
Mass.  These offerings include “the sacrifices that we will make and that can be united to 
the sacrifice of Jesus, and these sacrifices involve being personally attentive to the 
people, whom we meet each day.”
718
  Furthermore, “frequent Communion” can be 
prepared for by means of “the kindness and the goodness that we show to other 
people.”
719
  Similarly, “…a most helpful Thanksgiving for Communion is what we do to 
help other people.”
720
  As this booklet is drawing upon a CFM text from the 1950s, it 
testifies to themes present before and during the Council, themes concerned with 
inspiring families to act agentially, and to do so in and through the Mass.  In contrast to 
pre-Vatican II catechetical ideals, which prescribed the proper attire, fasting, and prayers 
required for Eucharistic preparation, reception, and thanksgiving, this CFM booklet 
focuses on the importance of worship and its impact on a life of service.  Prayer and 
service are preparation and thanksgiving enough for the frequent communicant.  As this 
booklet notes, “At the end of Mass, when the priest turns around and says: „Ite Missa 
Est,‟ he is not only dismissing us, but he is sending us out into the world to act as Christ, 
to help all those with whom we come in contact develop as much as they can.”
721
   
The CFM was already promoting this socially engaged vision of the Eucharist by 
the 1950‟s and 60‟s, and while it took a bit longer for the U.S. bishops to do so, they 
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reprised these themes on a grand and ecclesial level with the 1976 Eucharistic Congress, 
entitled “The Eucharist and the Hungers of the Human Family.”
722
  The title itself speaks 
of an agency that is socially committed and publicly enacted.  The week-long congress 
featured daily Mass and an “all-night vigil” of Eucharistic Adoration, as well as speakers 
such as César Chávez, Dorothy Day, and Mother Teresa.
723
  As she spoke, Day referred 
to the bread lines she had witnessed in her lifetime as “a eucharistic celebration of 
sorts.”
724
   
In a 1975 pastoral letter, the bishops explain their choice of this Congress theme 
in at least three ways.  Firstly, they explain that “Many persons today are physically 
hungry” and as such, the Eucharist “inspires us” to act in “solidarity” with those who 
hunger for food and for righteousness.
725
  Quoting Vatican II‟s Decree on the Ministry 
and Life of Priests, the U.S. Bishops note that “sincere celebrations of the Eucharist 
„must lead to various works of charity and mutual help.‟”
726
  Secondly, the Bishops 
affirm that “participation in the struggle for freedom and justice is a duty for each one of 
us” and this duty arises out of the Eucharist, which is “the source of our deepest 
commitment to the loving service of our brothers and sisters.”
727
  Lastly, the U.S. Bishops 
explain that the Eucharist serves as a source of solidarity among all people as well as a 
source of purification for the individual members of Christ‟s body:  “It is the Lord, 
worthily and maturely received in Holy Communion, who brings about our loving unity 
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with one another and with Him…in the Eucharist we find means to conquer our weakness 
and tendency to sin and to live according to God‟s will for us.”
728
  Thus, in their 1975 
Pastoral Letter and in the ensuing Eucharistic Congress, the U.S. Bishops used an 
understanding of sacramental participation to fuse a commitment of personal piety with a 
commitment to global solidarity.  Furthermore, they used the idea of the Eucharist-as-
meal to unite an understanding of Christ as food to the idea of Christ as a source of the 
common work of liberation and redemption.  In the Eucharist, the personal is political; 
sacramental reception results in private and public action.     
The Eucharistic Congress not only fit with the newfound sense of personal 
maturity and responsibility among the faithful, but it also was in solidarity with the work 
of the Latin American faithful and clergy, in the U.S. and throughout the world.  Again, 
awareness of the Hispanic world was increasing with, for example, the immigration of 
Mexican, Puerto Rican, and Cuban Catholics, for reasons both economic and political.  
As such, the United States felt a new Latin American presence, culturally and 
sacramentally.  Beginning in the late 1960s, Miami Cubans would gather for regular 
Masses for their home municipalities, where former neighbors could share in common 
worship and experience renewed cultural connection and community.
729
  Likewise, in a 
1964 San Fernando celebration of La Virgen de Guadalupe, Mexican American families 
made sure that their children participated in the annual archdiocesan festival, which 
featured floats depicting the miraculous events of the apparitions.  These floats were both 
rallying points for ethnic dignity and pride, as well as catechetical tools for securing a 
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“new generation” of the faithful.
730
  Again, catechesis here is not so much a matter of 
obedience, but rather, a matter of public participation in the (Guadalupan) life of faith.   
Latin American influence brought more than liturgical traditions and festivals, 
however; it also confronted comfortable, middle-class, white Americans with a new 
brand of Catholicism and a fresh demand for community, as well as worker and 
immigrant rights in U.S. society.  Alluded to above, individuals such as César Chávez 
organized Latino workers to lead boycotts and to demand and negotiate fair wages in 
American agricultural markets.
731
  Many of these workers, as Latino Catholics, were 
conscious of their solidarity with their peers in Latin America, who not only struggled for 
sustenance and for civil rights, but also for safety amidst oppressive and dictatorial 
regimes.  Supporting the struggles of Latin Americans were their bishops, who articulated 
a theology of this suffering at a 1968 episcopal conference in Medellín, Colombia.
732
  
This theology articulated a vision of Christ as a liberator from the suffering of the Latin 
American people.  Such suffering could include “hunger, misery, oppression, and 
ignorance.”
733
  Christ, as redeemer, wishes to eradicate the suffering of His people, and 
this same Christ struggles with His people as they seek liberation from any kind of 
poverty or hurt.   
Latino Catholics in the United States also advanced these same ideas of liberation.  
Indeed, Chávez and United Farm Workers were influenced by a sense of personal dignity 
and liberation for workers and their families.  Similarly, the U.S. Bishops of Latino 
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descent were also marked by liberation theology‟s insistence upon palpable social action 
within the Body of Christ.  In an evaluation of Fr. Peyton‟s influential Family Rosary 
Crusade, Latino bishops asked that the program place “more stress on the concrete 
conditions, often of extreme poverty and subhuman housing, in which most Latin 
American families live.”  Such awareness would help to motivate “the duty…of the 
comfortable to the indigent.”
734
  
Liberation theology was not the only influence behind the struggle for Latino 
rights in the United States.  The methods of non-violent protest, which United Farm 
Workers employed, and the Bishops‟ insistence on how socio-economic injustice can 
impact an entire race of Americans, each paid homage to the practices and ideas of the 
African American struggle for civil rights.  As in the period prior to Vatican II, 
organizations like the Catholic Interracial Council worked to foster an awareness of 
prejudice, advocated integration, and sought to mediate the equal dignity of African 
Americans in matters such as neighborhood and parish integration.   
The CIC naturally allied itself to the work of the Civil Rights Movement, such as 
the integration of transit systems and schools as well as equal voting rights.  In its support 
of these causes, the CIC added its members to the marches and protests of the 1960‟s.  A 
1962 photograph captures the essence of CIC social commitment.  It depicts a CIC 
demonstration where white Catholics, clergy and lay, were walking beside their African 
American sisters and brothers.  Some carry a sign that says, “RACE DESRIMINATION 
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IS WRONG,” which the sign attributes to “Pope John XXIII.”
735
  Another protester, a 
Catholic priest, holds a sign that says, “RACE DISCRIMINATION IS UN-
CHRISTIAN.”
736
    
The CIC‟s very campaigning for integration, though, was a sign that many still 
resisted such a prospect.  To keep another race at bay was not only a gesture of separating 
one set of agents from another, but also a gesture of denying another race the agency to 
freely live, to work and worship as they choose.  For example, when the home of the 
African American Speedy family was scheduled for demolition due to Chicago‟s “urban 
renewal,” the family relocated to the neighborhood of Visitation parish.  While the family 
suffered death threats, hate mail, and vandalism, CIC members personally escorted the 
Speedy family to Mass each Sunday until residents finally began to offer gestures of 
welcome to their new African American neighbors.
737
   
Resistance to social change also occurred in Boston, where, for example, a group 
of predominantly Irish American women marched in protest to the 1974 integration of the 
Boston school bus system.  As they marched, they prayed the rosary to implore the 
Virgin Mary‟s help in resisting desegregation.
738
  As seen in the previous chapter, the 
very resistance to integration was itself a form of agency.  Casting slurs requires the use 
of human freedom for the purpose of exclusion.  James O‟Toole, who recounts the above 
example, explains, “Lay people who felt this way could justify their stance in part by all 
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the talk they had heard about how they themselves were the church.”
739
  In fact, after a 
priest tried to dissuade them of their cause, the marchers replied angrily, “See, we don‟t 
need you anymore.  We deal with God directly.”
740
  Yet such agency stands awkwardly 
in opposition to the widening inclusivity and cultural sensitivity of Eucharistic worship—
as attested in the lives of CIC members as well as in the Council documents.   
Allied to the efforts of the CIC, the National Office for Black Catholics (NOBC) 
was founded in 1970 to provide networking and advocacy for associations of African 
American laypersons, religious, and clergy.  It acted as both a centralizing office and a 
meditation agency, helping to foster dialogue between and among African Americans, 
municipal organizations, and Catholic hierarchy.
741
  Aware of its‟ members‟ struggle for 
justice and religious agency, it issued a document on evangelization in 1974.
742
  The 
document insisted,  
Historically evangelization has often been used by the Church for the purpose of 
extending and strengthening itself as an institution.  In the day-to-day practical 
order, the formation of the Body of Christ and the building of the Kingdom were 
frequently lost sight of.  Because of this, missionary efforts have frequently 
remained static in that they have not led to the development of an indigenous local 




As dignified worshippers of the living God, African Americans wished to assert 
the importance of their participation in the struggle for justice and equality in the Church 
and in wider society.  In no uncertain terms, NOBC‟s document stated, “The example of 
the ancient prophets, of Christ Himself, the apostles and the early fathers of the Church 
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give us a simple lesson:  false prudence and/or false patience should not be allowed to 
deter the total and complete witnessing of the Gospel.”
744
  In drawing upon Gospel 
themes of participation, freedom, and empowerment, NOBC was continuing a new 
catechetical line of thought that rooted Catholic reflection in an understanding of history 
and in a call for accessibility, participation, and dialogue for laity and clergy.  This call 
for agency, drawing upon prophetic and Gospel traditions, was at once in line with the 
Second Vatican Council‟s Decrees on the Laity and on Missionary Activity; it was also 
notably in line with the theologies of Latin America and the Civil Rights Movement.   
Institutional and political support for racial justice surely existed in the period 
during and after Vatican II, but it is also important to observe that, in this period, 
traditional devotions and apostolic groups took on new forms of prayer and action in 
order to encourage the work of racial awareness, integration, and justice.  First of all, the 
CFM continued its struggle against racism which had begun some two decades earlier.  
One of its suggested discussion sessions prompts CFM couples by stating, “Racism 
around the world takes many form [sic]—for example, discrimination against economic 
classes, minority groups, and social classes.”
745
  Therefore, the booklet asks couples to 
list “…kinds of racial discrimination you find in your community and in your country.”
746
  
Moreover, couples should answer the question, “How does this discrimination affect 
families?” with regards to economic “freedom to develop their talents” and with regard to 
their “mobility.”
747
  The CFM, then, tried to combat racism with awareness on a global, 
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community, familial, and personal level.  Such reflection was surely in line with 
Gaudium et Spes‟s awareness of political marginalization as well as the need for 
subsidiarity and lay leadership in the area of social action on behalf of human 
development and human freedom.
748
  In its work against discrimination, the CFM used a 
traditional conduit of Catholic organization, the apostolic group, for the purpose of social 
upbuilding according to the contemporaneous struggles for justice.   
Similarly, in 1965, Ronald Luka, C.M.F., reworked the traditional practice of the 
Stations of the Cross for the purpose of fostering political awareness and social action.  
Instead of confining this spiritual practice to private contemplation within the walls of the 
Church, Luka conceived of a new text for the stations, which encouraged the faithful to 
reflect upon the world at large and to act upon their prayerful reflections:  
But how can we miss the Man…How many times will we have to break before 
we realize we were walking along the path to Calvary, the road to Emmaus, the 
streets of Selma, Alabama, and the trails of Viet Nam?  „Was not our heart 




This passage, a strong voice for the rights-based struggles of this era, also draws upon the 
imagery of Calvary and Emmaus.  Both images carry traditional Eucharistic resonances.  
Yet, in this passage, Calvary is not a site of an untouchable sacrifice, but rather, of 
Christ‟s suffering alongside humanity‟s own; moreover, in this passage, Emmaus is not 
just a place where the transcendent Lord is revealed, but rather, it a site for realizing that 
humanity, too, is called to follow Christ unto injustice and hardship for the sake of 
justice.    
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The passage above sheds light upon another struggle central to this era, namely, 
the American reception of Viet Nam and the Cold War.  The following examples 
illustrate the degree to which issues of war and peace divided Americans in this period.  
While, on the one hand, the lay members of St. Peter‟s in San Francisco voted to make 
their church a place of safe harbor for draft-resisters, a group of high school boys in 
South Boston “pinned down and pummeled” a group of draft card burners.
750
  Like the 
debate over feminism, the debate over war in in this era was clearly not about whether 
one should assert agency; rather, it was a debate about whether one should use one‟s 
freedom to obediently defer to and/or support governmental decisions for war, or whether 
one should assert one‟s own beliefs even at the cost of public protest.  Here, the Catholic 
Worker and its pacifists continued to resist the war in Southeast Asia just as they had 
resisted previous conflicts.  In 1965, twenty-two-year-old David Miller of the Catholic 
Worker house in Manhattan was one of the first in the country to burn his draft card, and, 
two weeks later, four more Workers followed suit.
751
    
The Catholic concern for peace was also found outside the sphere of anarchists.  
In this period, the same 1960‟s catechism which addresses the “Lamb of God” in one 
section also addresses the need for disarmament using John XXIII‟s Pacem in Terris.
752
  
Also, echoing the concerns of the Worker, the CFM urged its couples to reflect upon the 
justice of U.S. budget expenditures.  One discussion unit presented its members with a 
selection from a SANE leaflet, which explained that the Nixon administration planned to 
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spend $809 million for military family housing, and only $5 million in civil rights 
enforcement.
753
   
Here, the CFM wanted to ensure that personhood, family, and faith were seen as 
deeply interrelated with peace and distributive justice.  To assert the dignity of persons, 
and the importance of personal relationship, was to assert the importance of upholding 
the common good, across national and racial boundaries.  Agency was at once personal 
and communal.  
F. Mass/Domus 
Perhaps the most poignant example of the personal-communal nature of Vatican 
II-era piety is seen in and through liturgy itself.  The Council fathers had called for active 
liturgical participation from all members of the laity, men and women alike, “according 
to their abilities and the needs of the times.”
754
  Moreover, the Council fathers had 
recognized the importance of women‟s progress in society, the participation of both 
parents in the establishment and rearing of the “domestic church,” and the beauty of 
family Communion.  As such, it was only fitting that, in 1964, Pius VI reduced the fast to 
one hour before Communion, so as to increase the possibility of frequent reception.
755
  
Furthermore, the Mass itself was now to be said in a manner that was intelligible in terms 
of simplicity, catechesis, and even vernacular language.  All of these changes were meant 
agentially to draw the laity forth to receive Communion.   
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These changes were, by and large, well-received.  A 1964 CFM survey noted that, 
among the families polled, “Ninety per cent considered use of the vernacular the most 
important step towards more meaningful participation in the Liturgy.”
756
  Additionally, 
and in support of frequent reception, “Many expressed the desire to receive Holy 
Communion under both species at least on special occasions.”
757
  In the same vein, and 
while not officially approved by the U.S. bishops until 1977, the period following 
Vatican II also witnessed a wide parish-level phenomenon wherein the laity could receive 
the Eucharist in their hands and while standing, as opposed to kneeling at the altar rail.
758
  
While some bishops chose to thwart this practice as disorderly and out of line with good 
liturgical rubrics, one group of parishioners in Windsor, Connecticut, wrote a letter of 
protest.  They asserted that they wished to participate in the Eucharistic meal as mature 




The new emphasis on liturgical participation resonated with the lay sense of 
maturity and of personal connection with God.  As such, beyond frequent reception and 
intelligible participation in the traditional liturgy, the Mass became an arena for a whole 
array of newer forms of devotion.  One such mode of participation was in the very 
assistance with Communion.  As James O‟Toole explains, with the release of the 
Vatican‟s Immensae Caritatis in 1973, parishes began commissioning “extraordinary” 
ministers of the Eucharist, to assist with distributing Communion to the increasing 
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numbers of communicants at Mass.
760
  These new ministers came from the ranks of 
ordinary laypersons, for whom the Eucharist had once been literally untouchable.  This 
new role for laypersons flowed out of the new emphasis on the meal-like nature of the 
Eucharist.  It was preferable for Eucharistic ministers to arise from those present at the 
liturgical meal, rather than for the job to be done by “a cleric who appeared from the 
sacristy just in time to help with Communion.”
761
  Yet the recruitment of laypersons for 
the tasks of liturgical ministry was not confined to worship; rather, it accompanied the 




Similarly, families in this period were given new license to view the home as a 
site for ministry and worship.  The emphasis on Eucharist-as-meal made it possible for 
families to view their own shared meals as a prefiguring of Eucharistic communion.  
Green Bay‟s 1975 manual on family prayer not only suggests a “union” meal, but also a 
veritable liturgy of the Word in the home, by using “newspaper material” to “Think!” and 
“Pray!”
763
  Such family liturgies were the closest approximation of the Eucharist in what 
Lumen Gentium calls the “domestic church.”
764
  Family communion, moreover, could 
also be experienced through such programs as the Marriage Encounter.  After his 
Encounter weekend was over, one husband noted that, on account of prayerful reflection 
with his wife, “We are beginning to build „our own Little Church.‟”
765
  Thus, the 
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“domestic church” was not only a term emerging from the hierarchy, but it was also a 
theological concept, which resonated with the experiences of Catholic families. 
Lastly, two phenomena in this period literally used “domestic churches” as their 
way of meeting and praying.  The charismatic movement mentioned above was often 
carried out in the homes of its adherents—a sign that the movement was at once lay-
friendly, inclusive for all, and sometimes clergy-hostile.  Another such home-based 
prayer group was the Christian base community.  As James McCartin explains, these 
groups, known among Hispanic Catholics as comunidades de base, built upon models of  
“prayer and activism” that had been successful in Latin America in the 1960‟s.
766
  The 
base communities at St. Peter‟s in San Francisco served as small-group counterparts to 
the Spanish-language worship of the parish.  Just as Latino traditions and language 
helped parishioners connect with their faith at Mass, the base communities helped them 
to spend time reflecting on Scripture in small community.  These lay-driven personal and 
interpersonal contacts helped to inspire further lay action and leadership in the public 
sphere, too.   Out of the base communities flowed community-wide advocacy for food 
pantries, an employment center, bilingual education, and a center for at-risk youth.
767
  
Base communities were innovative in their recapturing of an early model of 
Christian worship, namely, in the home.  They were also innovative in their 
encouragement of the use of Scripture in small-group prayer and reflection.  The use of 
Scripture in personal prayer had not been encouraged in Catholic circles for some 
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centuries, partially as a long-standing Catholic reaction to the Reformation.
768
  With a 
new sense of educational prowess and a desire for personal spirituality, though, Catholics 
searched for new ways of praying that involved less rote and more volition, and Bible 
reflection surely fit that bill.   What is more, the Council itself reversed long-standing 
official practice, and urged that “Easy access to Sacred Scripture should be provided for 
all the Christian faithful.”
769
  After all, Sacrosanctum Concilium urged that before the 
faithful were “nourished at the table of the Lord's body,” they should be “instructed by 
God's word.”
770
  A Modern Catechism even explains the sacrament of marriage not by 
using abstract theological categories, but by showing Jesus‟s care for marriage through a 
quotation from the second chapter of John‟s Gospel, recounting the Wedding at Cana.
771
  
The CFM, likewise, featured Scripture reflection as a part of its couples‟ regular 
practice.
772
   
In this period, the burgeoning use of, and ecclesial support for, Scripture 
reflection in lay and familial practice is striking in itself.  Perhaps even more striking is 
that the Bible, communal prayer, and community action are being brought into the home 
with such frequency—and both reflection and action are often found on the same agenda, 
as it was for the Christian Family Movement and for base Christian communities.  It 
would seem that, whether in the neighborhoods or suburbs, in Green Bay, San Francisco, 
or Boston, home is increasingly a place where liturgy happens…a liturgy of the Word of 
God, but also a liturgy of sustenance and unity.  Here, the “domus” is no longer, or at 
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least not solely, a site of the kind of power struggle and cyclic violence exhibited in 
Orsi‟s study of Italian Harlem.
773
  In the 1960‟s and 70‟s, the “domus” would seem to be 
a link between the agency that connects with God through personal Scripture reading, the 
agency that creates Gospel community, and the agency that takes the Gospel to Selma.  
Perhaps it is no surprise that Vatican II‟s Apostolicam Actuositatem notes that  
In her very early days, the holy Church added the agape to the eucharistic supper 
and thus showed itself to be wholly united around Christ by the bond of 
charity…For this reason, pity for the needy and the sick and works of charity and 
mutual aid intended to relieve human needs of every kind are held in highest 






Above, it is clear that family is a place for unity, a site for prayer, and a unit of 
agential social change in the world.  The family is able to exhibit such grace because it is 
“a reflection of the loving covenant uniting Christ with the Church.”
775
  Thus, the family 
has a covenantal identity.  Moreover, the family is also “a participation in that covenant”; 
as such, it finds not only its identity, but also its agency, in Christ‟s own self-gift.
776
  As 
an agent of Christ‟s covenant, “Families too will share their spiritual riches generously 
with other families” and they will “manifest to all men Christ's living presence in the 
world, and the genuine nature of the Church.”
777
 
Of course, as seen in the last three chapters, and as implied in the passage above, 
the use of agency is not a blanket statement for “the Good.”  In the 1960‟s and 70‟s, 
agency served to uphold racial, ecclesial, and gender inequality, as well as to support 
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more participatory structures of church, home, and labor.  Since not all kinds of agency 
would seem to be equal, how does one determine which kinds of agency are desirable?  
While a complete treatment of this question is beyond the scope of this work, and while 
the next three chapters will nevertheless attempt to provide a more satisfying answer, a 
few remarks are in order here.  First of all, any Christian evaluation of agency must take 
Scripture into account, wherein the prophetic tradition consistently supports care for the 
poor, the widow, and the orphan—the marginalized of our social structures.  Jesus‟s own 
teaching would seem to be in line with this tradition.   As Jesus‟s first public act, the 
Gospel of Luke portrays Jesus reading these famous words from Isaiah before those 
gathered in the synagogue:  “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed 
me to bring glad tidings to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives and 
recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim a year 
acceptable to the Lord” (Lk. 4:18-19).   
The message of Christian Scripture, then, is one that opposes any use of agency 
that denies voices to God‟s people—even if, as with the “rosary march for segregation,” 
it is done through an agential assertion of personal faith.  Conversely, those practices 
which give a voice to the “oppressed”—through comunidades de base, through marches 
to end segregation, through prayerful discussion of women‟s vocation outside the 
home—all of these align with Jesus‟s mission as contained within Scripture.  
Furthermore, St. Paul and the Council fathers alike not that, through the Eucharist, 
Christians are called never to lose sight of the least among them, for all are gathered into 




of us who partake of the one bread.‟”
778
   A Christian account of agency requires a 
sacramentally grounded inclusion of the least and justice for all.   
Thus, when exercising truly Christian agency, families are units of social and 
graced import, strengthened by Christ‟s gift of covenant.  The Council and 
contemporaneous theology identify this kind of transformative covenant not only with the 
family, but also with the Eucharist.  As with the family, the Eucharist is identified as a 
means of renewing and extending God‟s covenant in the world.  As Sacrosanctum 
Concilium notes, “the renewal in the Eucharist of the covenant between the Lord and man 
draws the faithful into the compelling love of Christ and sets them on fire.”
779
   
Just as the family renews God‟s covenant in the world, it follows that the 
Eucharist renews the covenant for the family itself, incorporating the family and its 
members into Christ and then sending them forth for the work of “Christian social 
action.”
780
  The experiences of Catholic families confirm this theology.  As the 1960‟s 
and 70‟s evidence, the newfound assertion of personal worth and communal commitment 
was one that could simultaneously embrace Eucharistic ministry, gender equality, racial 
integration, labor rights, and pacifism.  Thus, the Eucharistic liturgy, as the “summit” and 
“source” of Christian vocation and covenant-building, aligns with the inclusive and 
justice-building message of the Council and of Jesus the Christ.  The Eucharist, then, 
would seem to be the very font of the family‟s social mission.  In the “domestic church,” 
                                                 
778
 LG s. 7; Scripture passage taken from 1 Cor. 10:17. 
779
 SC s. 10. 
780




the “Eucharistic supper” always lends itself to the “agape” of forming charitable 
community in the world.
781
   
While the intimate connection between social agency, family, and Eucharist is 
implied by the Council and by the lived experience of mestizaje, it remains, nevertheless, 
only an implicit connection.
782
  Certainly, agency, covenantal identity, and covenantal 
mission would seem to flow from the “font” of the Eucharistic covenant itself.  Yet the 
“official” theology of the Church did not make such a connection explicit until John Paul 
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  Chapter 5  
“The parish is...„the family of God‟…a Eucharistic community.” 
I. John Paul II:  Context, Concern, and Critique  
A. Context and Concern 
David Cloutier, a contemporary moral theologian teaching at Mount St. Mary‟s 
University in Emmetsburg, Maryland, has conducted a number of interviews with 
undergraduates and young adults.  His goal has been to discern what they have found 
attractive in the thought of John Paul II.
783
  These young persons have found deep 
resonance with the late pontiff‟s teachings, a resonance which is well-illustrated in the 
following response from an interviewee: “…who would not want to love and be loved as 
he describes.”
784
   
In Cloutier‟s interpretation, these youth are attracted to John Paul II because they 
seek a theology that can name their experience, that is, the need for an “authentic‟ ethic 
of partnership in a world that bombards them with “a bewildering variety of sexual 
practices.”
785
  Contemporary young Catholics no longer hear a message of sexual 
prohibition akin to medieval religious rules, but rather, they have grown up in a world 
where the “undeniable pleasures” of sexual and relational freedom are touted in media, 
on campuses, and even in classrooms.  To them, Church teaching is not something to be 
followed simply because it comes from an “authority,” and in fact, many youth have 
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grown up in a world where Church teaching was only selectively followed in day-to-day 
life.
786
   
Such young persons, then, are attracted to John Paul II‟s message not out of 
obedience, but on account of experience.  Cloutier explains, “Because younger people 
have grown up and matured in a world where pluralism is taken for granted, and where 
there is not dominant religious or moral consensus, experience…seems like the most 
unassailable guide.”
787
  In this pluralistic environment, John Paul‟s reflections address 
young persons‟ experience of being confronted with empty and usurpatious expressions 
of sexuality.
788
  In listening to his interviewees, Cloutier observes, “The problem of the 
culture is revealed not as hedonism as much as an inability to love in a truly self-giving 
way.”
789




It would seem that changing mores of body and pleasure have helped to engender 
John Paul II‟s appeal.  But how did this culture of hedonism arise, especially when 
sexuality was once a taboo-laden issue in both Church and society?  Seen in the last 
chapter, and echoing Lisa Cahill, the 1960‟s and 70‟s were a time of postindustrial 
change, which had considerable impact on the social roles of women:  “In the process, 
the link between women‟s sexuality and reproduction was loosened.”
791
  Thus, new 
avenues were opened for women to share, relationally and vocationally, equality with 
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men.  Humanae Vitae, promulgated in 1968, mirrored this concern for gender equality by 
affirming that the marriage relationship was one of “mutual love.”
792
  Furthermore, the 
document affirmed that relationship of the couple—that is, their union—was a value 
equal to that of procreation.
793
  This call for spousal mutuality and the importance of 
marital union differed markedly from Pius XI‟s Casti Connubii, wherein procreation was 
the most important martial good and women were to occupy a subservient role in the 
spousal relationship.
794
  John Paul II‟s theology likewise emphasizes these themes of 
spousal unity, gender equality, and the beauty of marital relations.  Yet his work, like 
Humanae Vitae, does so in way that still upholds the absolutely inseparable connection of 
sexual relations and offspring, and in a way that promotes spousal equality while still 
insisting that the male-female relationship is one of complementary roles.  This emphasis 
on complementarity allows Church teaching to remain committed to spousal mutuality 
while still linking women‟s role to that of homemaker and child-rearer par excellence.
795
   
The reason for this emphasis on traditional gender roles would seem to be two-
fold.  First of all, the new mores of sexuality and gender did create new opportunities for 
women in the workforce, in ministry, and in the home.  Part of this newly gendered world 
was an awareness that greater vocational autonomy would be better facilitated by greater 
reproductive autonomy.
796
  When Humanae Vitae was promulgated and traditional 
teaching against birth control was therefore upheld, the response of many American 
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clergy and laity was not favorable.  The document‟s assertions were opposed to both the 
majority report of Paul VI‟s advisory commission as well as the experience of many of 
the lay faithful.  As one American couple asked, „how can persons of integrity confess as 
a sin something which their consciences tell them it is not an offense?”
797
   
As John Paul II‟s work simply continued and elaborated upon Humanae Vitae‟s 
prohibitions, confused and conflicting reactions to his teaching continued.  Some are 
concerned that its emphasis on uncompromising openness to life and self-sacrificial love, 
especially for women, is a message that is inapplicable to most faithful couples.
798
  
Others, such as William May, are alarmed at the alleged “breakdown” of the family, and 
they see John Paul‟s s uncompromising insistence on gender complementarity and 
openness to life as a means of combating the very hedonism that Cloutier describes.
799
  
Still others, such as Cristina Traina, recognize that changing sexual mores can still lead to 
female (and male) exploitation and objectification, and they see goodness in the late 
pope‟s writings, which “celebrate the depth and complexity of the martial 
commitment.”
800
  Yet Traina also sees John Paul‟s thought as being too idealistic and in 
need of possible refinement so as to be applicable to lived sexual experience.
801
 
Cloutier‟s interviewees, too, believe that this “celebration” of sexuality accords well with 
their experiential need for something fulfilling amidst a confusing array of options; 
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however, like Traina, Cloutier feels that John Paul‟s complementary and idealized vision 
“…raises certain questions which it will have to confront…”
802
   
In keeping with post-Vatican II spiritual themes, it would seem that the “JPII 
generation” finds comfort in connecting “personal experience” of sexuality to “the 
sacred.”
803
  Personal connection to God, and the dignity of personal experience, ranks 
high in the reasons for accepting John Paul‟s theology, and Cloutier believes that the late 
pope‟s work can bring solace to those who have been assailed with sexual shallowness.  
Nevertheless, Cloutier also believes that the Pope‟s vision, while meritorious for its 
Vatican II-inspired message of self-giving, is also “extraordinarily romanticized.”
804
  As 
Cloutier notes, “The importance of realizing the power of truly mutual self-giving love is 
a beautiful and necessary thing for Christian lives.  But it is precisely the purity of the 
pope‟s vision…which also threatens it.  Mutual self-giving love over time is a messy 
thing.”
805
  The messiness of learning to love is especially relevant to a younger 
generation that has often experienced the “violence” of too much intimacy too fast.
806
   
Despite their experiences of relational messiness, however, many young people 
would seem to be as idealistic as the Pope‟s own vision.  Ironically, Cloutier explains, the 
same American culture that values bodily hedonism also values the idealized romances 
displayed on the silver screen.  Drawing upon Christopher West, Cloutier notes that some 
young women viewed the film, Titanic, nine or ten times because they found its love 
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  This phenomenon accords a little too closely with the popular 
belief among young Americans that, while many marriages fall apart, they themselves 
will surely meet their “soul mate.”
808
  The challenge for these youth, Cloutier argues, is to 
maintain John Paul‟s “vision of authentic love in a world of imitation” while still 
acknowledging that this authentic love is a daily commitment to the “messy” work of 
embracing and healing “broken bodies.”
809
  David Matzko McCarthy expresses 
Cloutier‟s same concern, yet with slightly different language.  McCarthy‟s reflections are 
cautious about the late pope‟s desire to advocate “totality” as a reality and virtue of 
marriage.  As John Paul expresses in Familiaris Consortio‟s section 11, “[Sexuality] is 
realized in a truly human way only if it is an integral part of the love by which a man and 
a woman commit themselves totally to one another until death.”
810
  To this claim, 
McCarthy offers a more realistic and experience-driven counterpoint.  If, as John Paul 
states, the family bears witness to God‟s love in “daily realities,”
811
 then our daily 
routines must reveal something about God‟s self-revelation.  McCarthy argues that 
“daily” love is incomplete, partial, and imperfect.  As such, McCarthy would insist that 
family life reveals God through human imperfection, not through some superhuman, total 
perfection.  The family models God through brokenness and by grace.
812
   For both 
Cloutier and McCarthy, idealism and relationship are not seamlessly compatible ideas.   
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 Similar to the above concerns with romantic and totalistic ideals, some readers of 
the late pope‟s work question his use of gender complementarity.  Both the late pope‟s 
theology and its appeal to a younger generation seem to be rooted in its clear and 
romanticized sense of the integrity and completeness of male and female complementary.  
As John Paul notes, “This conjugal communion sinks its roots in the natural 
complementarity that exists between man and woman, and is nurtured through the 
personal willingness of the spouses to share their entire life-project, what they have and 
what they are….”
813
  This sense of romantic and romanticized partnership, coupled with a 
traditional sense of neatly determined gender roles, is surely corroborated by the 
romances of the silver screen and the expectations of idealistic youth.  Like a culture of 
hedonism, though, a culture of relational and gender romanticism also has historical 
causes. 
McCarthy also helps to give an explanation of the rise of this kind of relationship 
and gender romanticism.  With the rise of modern industry, the means of production were 
increasingly located outside of the home.  Thus, the members of the home, and the 
domicile itself, were no longer places of public import on account of losing their 
economic status.  Women and children, likewise, were no longer assets for family 
industry, and men began to seek material well-being through the labor available to them 
in the public realm.  Women and children, then, became privatized entities, and their 
value was no longer instrumental, but rather, sentimental.  Positively, women and 
children were now valued as persons, not as economic means of production.  Negatively, 
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women‟s were now “thought to sustain the emotional and moral sphere of the home.”
814
 
Thus, notions of biological, emotional, and vocational complementarity can be seen as 
products of industrialism.  Also, this male-preoccupation with the emotional availability 
of women, coupled with new means of birth control, increased the potential for women‟s 
sexual exploitation and threatened steady care for children.
815
  Industrialism and the rise 
of Victorian gender ideals are surely correlated, and the romantic ideals of pontiffs and 
youth alike can be attributed, at least in part, to the industrial changes that have shaped 
the modern era.  
 In light of the dangers and fictions associated with an overly romanticized vision 
of gender, family, and marriage, the following exploration turns to a critique of two 
issues embedded within John Paul‟s thought:  gender complementarity and the priority of 
marriage within society.  Because John Paul II raises the sacramental union of man and 
women to be a nearly sublime imaging of God‟s plan for human community and 
harmony, he often neglects to provide a theology that is attentive to everyday experiences 
of embodiment and relationship.  John Paul‟s theology, therefore, is often the subject of 
critique, especially among those whose theological reflections are especially attentive to 
quotidian, social-scientific, and biblical insights regarding the human person, the 
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1. Questioning Complementarity 
Theologian Susan Ross asserts that, to insist upon gender complementarity is 
tantamount to the separate-but-equal philosophy of the Civil Rights era, with the same 
results.
816
  To insist, as does Vatican II and John Paul II, that bride-bridegroom imagery 
is ontologically necessary, is, in effect, to say that “what matters in the secular world,” 
namely, women‟s equality, is irrelevant in church.
817
  Corroborating Ross‟s point, 
Christine Gudorf states 
It would be difficult to refute such conclusions regarding John Paul II‟s 
motivation and attitude. Difference does very often provide an excuse for 
inequality. Inconsistencies in Catholic teaching on women's roles in society and in 
the church—especially, the inconsistency between the insistence on the need of 
all humans to share in decision making and the exclusion of women from church 




Also echoing this concern is Colleen Griffith, who claims that, while the theological use 
of complementarity may not be intended to oppose gender equality, its practical upshot 
cannot be denied:  “In historical practice, complementarity often has given rise to 
hierarchical ordering.”
819
  Complementarity, Griffith asserts, is still used as an 
“anthropological grounding” to bar women from “full leadership” and “sacerdotal 
ministry.”
820
  As the American Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. the Board of Education, 
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separate but equal is not viable.  Complementarity, then, must either be addressed as a 
more complex issue than maleness versus femaleness, or it must be abrogated altogether.   
 In fact, Sarah Coakley, in addressing the male-gendering of the clergy, argues that 
liturgical binaries of priest-as-bridegroom and laity-as-bride seem to be inattentive to the 
tradition itself.  While Mary Douglas, for example, argues that this hierarchy maintains 
the reality of gender difference, Coakley demonstrates that this difference, however real, 
is not definitive of God‟s relationship to God‟s people.  The roles of the feminine and the 
masculine, bride and bridegroom, variously apply to both God and Israel.
821
  As Douglas 
herself notes,  
The beloved can be male or female, God may be presented in a feminine role as 
the lost beloved whom the human soul (masculine) strives to reach.  Or, the other 
way round, the feminine human soul may have been lost, captured or imprisoned, 





Likewise, Coakley resists the gender binaries of Hans Urs von Balthasar.  Von 
Balthasar insists upon the necessity of the male-characteristic action of the priest, who 
stands as a sign of the cosmic bridegroom and whose sacrificial action fulfills a 
“specifically masculine function—the transmission of a vital force that originates outside 
itself and leads beyond itself.”
823
  Nevertheless, Coakley observes  that von Balthasar still 
retains that the priest, as sacrificer yet also as a member of the Church, holds onto 
feminine functions as well as masculine ones: “…every member of the Church, even the 
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priest, must maintain a feminine receptivity to the Lord of the Church…”
824
  As Coakley 
explains, “the Christ/Word/priest who „pours himself out‟ as seed at the altar is also 
„feminine,‟ receptive, as representing the capacity of the church to be fructified.”
825
 
The argument for ontologically ordained gender roles in the Church might, 
therefore, lead to less clearly defined male-female roles than its proponents imagine.  
Furthermore, theologies supporting gender-defined roles in the Church also support clear 
male-female role complementarity in the home.  As John Paul II states, 
This revelation [of „the original truth of marriage‟] reaches its definitive fullness 
in the gift of love which the Word of God makes to humanity in assuming a 
human nature, and in the sacrifice which Jesus Christ makes of Himself on the 
Cross for His bride, the Church.  In this sacrifice there is entirely revealed that 
plan which God has imprinted on the humanity of man and woman since their 
creation; the marriage of baptized persons thus becomes a real symbol of that new 




A gendered ontology, then, runs all the way down, from altar, to pulpit, to workplace, and 
to “family hearth.”
827
  Any questioning of ministerial gender-complementarity is 
necessarily a questioning of complementarity in marriage and in household.  Thus, the 
confluence of male-female roles even in the priest himself might be an argument for a 
widened sense of the way that complementarity works in the ministry of the Church, and, 
for that matter, in the home.  If both married persons and clergy share in the mimesis of 
Christ the Bridegroom‟s love for his Ecclesial Bride, and if even the male priest, who acts 
in persona Christi, seems to image both roles, surely it is likely that husbands and wives, 
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who are patterned after the same Bride and Bridegroom, must also blur the lines of 
complementarity.   
It also bears repeating that the existence of these challenges to neat 
complementarity and clearly defined roles might even be an argument for dismantling 
“ontologized” notions of ecclesial and familial complementarity altogether.  Barbara 
Andolsen, for example, argues that, because male-female complementarity is so often 
predicated upon the women‟s distinctive capacity for child-bearing, both 
complementarity and its procreative emphases ought to be “displaced”:  “A displacement 
of procreation from a central position in Catholic ethics will require a reevaluation of the 
moral weight that we attach to loving companionship and to bodily pleasure in the moral 
evaluation of sexual behavior.”
828
  Griffith, in fact, argues that this kind of displacement 
of an undue emphasis on procreative capacity can happen through a recognition of the 
bodily sameness of women and men.  A framework of “shared bodiliness” implies a 
recognition that all human beings “are born, grow, persist for a while, and die.”
829
  All 
persons, furthermore, can commonly ask in what ways their bodies are being “inscribed” 
by “consumerism, sexism, racism, classism, and ageism…”
830
  The body, too, is inscribed 
with spiritual experiences; male or female, the body is “where we humans claim  to sense 
God‟s presence and to allow that sense to inform our embodied engagement with 
others.”
831
  Out of this common bodiliness, Griffith acknowledges that there may, indeed, 
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be some gender differences.  Yet such differences emerge only second to “the body as 
common ground” and denote “a distinctiveness that doesn‟t separate persons, because we 
have recognized first our radical sameness and interconnection.”
832
 
 In order to recover such a sense of sameness, and in order to accept that human 
bodies have been inscribed with sinful elements, William Roberts asks couples to 
recognize that they and their bodies have been commonly baptized, which issues a call 
for them to die to the sin of sexism “so as to live more fully the life of God in Christ.”
833
  
In marriage, both parties equally possess “gifts and faults, needs and desires…fears and 
dreams.”
834
  This very possession of human wants and gifts is a kind of equality, and both 
parties in marriage must balance their mutual needs with “extraordinary degrees of love, 
respect, caring, sensitivity, and true regard for one another.”
835
  Roberts calls this kind of 
marriage to eschew the “ladder model” of man-as-head and to embrace a “circular 
dance.”
836
  Such a dance involves a coordination of mutual “creativity” among partners, 
“a joyful working together.”
837
  Yet Roberts does not prescribe, nor would he wish to 
prescribe, what this cooperation-without-headship entails; here, complementarity is not a 
binary, but, if anything, it is something defined throughout the circular dance of marital 
life.  As Griffith told the audience who first heard her paper, “…If those of us assembled 
today were to make a list of the typical stereotypes found under the two headings „Male‟ 
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and „Female,‟ I suspect few of us would identify exclusively with the qualities listed 
under one of those headings only.”
838
  
John Paul II, in trying to create a harmonious and unified sense of marriage and 
sacramentality, does try to show, as Traina says, its “depth.”  As John Paul contends, 
“The only „place‟ in which this self-giving in its whole truth is made possible is marriage, 
the covenant of conjugal love freely and consciously chosen, whereby man and woman 
accept the intimate community of life and love willed by God Himself which only in this 
light manifests its true meaning.”
839
  Yet John Paul II‟s overriding desire is to create what 
Nancy Dallavalle identifies as a theology that aims for gender essentialism instead of the 
“inner completeness” found through the acknowledgement of differing experiences of 
gender.
840
  As Cloutier notes, John Paul‟s seamless vision of graced relationship is at the 
expense of the “broken” realities of daily life and of real relationships.  Grace, in the 
experience of many, happens through, with, in, and despite the imperfection, 
disjointedness, and conflicts of human interactions and human weakness.   
2. The Priority of Embodied Relationship 
 John Paul‟s romanticized vision of gendered partnership may also spur him to tout 
the family as being more foundational to society than social-scientific observation may 
support.  While John Paul‟s anthropological assertions are in line with the documents of 
Vatican II, they would seem to be out of step with much contemporary thought regarding 
the family‟s social priority.  For instance, drawing upon Apostolicam Actuositatem, 
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Familiaris Consortio states, “The family has vital and organic links with society, since it 
is its foundation and nourishes it continually through its role of service to life.”
841
  Yet, as 
Lisa Cahill explains, “…while human sexual differentiation and sexual reproduction have 
no doubt been vastly exaggerated in their importance for identity and social organization, 
they do stand as experiences which begin in humanity‟s primal bodily existence, and 
which all cultures institutionalize (differently) as gender, marriage, and family.”
842
  In 
contrast to the reflections of Vatican II and John Paul II, it would seem that reproduction 
is anthropologically more basic than, but also foundational to, the social structures that 
are called “family.”  Citing the work of anthropologist Nancy Jay, Ross notes that 
“„having been born of a woman‟ is something that humans share with beasts.”
843
  Indeed, 
surveying a wide array of critical thought and social science, Traina offers that “kinship” 
is a basic anthropological category that is “cemented” by culturally-determined 
institutions like marriage.
844
  In fact, while still generally affirming marriage‟s 
foundational role in forming society, even Vatican II lends implicit support to Traina‟s 
claims.  Gaudium et Spes explains that a woman‟s familial duty is chiefly defined by 
child-care, not her role as wife.
845
  The document, therefore, actually corroborates the 
priority of kinship over marriage.   
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 The priority of reproduction and kinship does not negate the sacramental 
importance of marriage, but it does recognize that the sacrament of marriage is a 
theological and ecclesial cementing of a family unit that takes on many cultural 
configurations.  To say that sacramental marriage is anthropologically preceded by family 
is to acknowledge that Christian marriage is just one of many expressions of partnership 
seen across the globe, including polygamous households, homosexual unions, and 
heterosexual life-partners.  The priority of family over marriage also attests to the reality 
that family structures can exist without marriage.  As a study by Martha Nussbaum 
observes, even though Vasanti, a Hindi woman, ceased to be married to her husband, her 
family network remained a support for her.
846
  The dissolution of marriage is not 
coterminous with the dissolution of family.  Furthermore, to say that reproduction is a 
prior category to marriage is not to trivialize the beauty of having children within the 
context of a committed marriage.  Rather, asserting the anthropological priority of 
reproduction is to recognize the social and biological reality that paternity can exist with 
or without the social or religious institutions of marriage.
847
   
 One might therefore say that marriage, as a Christian sacrament, is a graced bond 
that solidifies the anthropologically prior categories of reproduction and family.  As Ross 
offers, the task of constructing an adequate sacramental theology lies in “recognizing the 
„givenness‟” of our embodied and reproductive “beginnings” as well as the potential of 
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this “givenness” to allow for “social and spiritual transformation.”
848
  Marriage, one 
might argue, is a transformative expression of the fundamental human reality of relational 
and reproductive embodiment.  Yet, as Ross also argues, the only given in family and 
marriage issues is embodiment itself, and therefore, the transformative potential of the 
family is dependent upon how common, embodied relationality is or is not treated with 
equal dignity within partnership and other family structures.  The same capacity for 
embodied relationships, which can lead to mutual respect and growth, can also result in 
inequalities, abuses, and objectification.
849
  Also, from the previous discussion of 
complementarity, one might say that the way that gender is institutionalized through 
marriage and family is just as pluriform as is the expression of marriage itself—and, as 
with the embodiment underlying these family structures, such kinship can be 
institutionalized in ways that are reciprocal, dignified, and agency-giving, or usurpatious, 
objectifying, and agency-denying.  Echoing Cloutier, any theology that calls upon the 
life-giving nature of the family must also acknowledge its potential for brokenness.   
3. Biblical Challenges to the Family 
Vatican II‟s Gaudium et Spes touted the Incarnation as a source of the 
sanctification of family ties.
850
  Likewise, John Paul II affirms that the family is the 
“cradle” of the People of God.
851
  Conversely, and while it will be discussed in greater 
detail in the next chapter, it is important to note that the New Testament offers some 
potent challenges to the importance and priority of the biological family.  First of all, 
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early Christians would seem to have recognized an important distinction between 
marriage and kinship.  In Julie Hanlon Rubio‟s words, in early Christianity “…we find a 
strong valuing of marriage rooted not in kin but in faith and a challenge to bring family 
outside its own concerns to embrace a larger mission using its unique strengths.”
852
  
Thus, Rubio is implying that early Christianity was not a kin-based value system, but 
rather, a belonging and mission-based value system.  Such a claim casts doubt upon 
marriage‟s place as the backbone of a society as well as its place as a central theological 
image. 
 As Lisa Cahill notes, it is in the Gospels, in fact, that the central image for 
discipleship would seem to be a rejection of the family itself.
853
  When Jesus‟s own 
family asks him to come into their care, and to remove himself from the embarrassment 
of his ministry, he replies, “Whoever does the will of God is my brother, sister, and 
mother” (Mk. 3:28-30).
854
  Later in Mark‟s Gospel, when his message and works are 
rejected by those who expect him to be simply “the carpenter‟s son,” Jesus extends his 
rejection of nuclear family to a rejection of wider kinship groups, including household 
and national belonging:  “A prophet is not without honor except in his native place and 
among his own kin and in his own house” (Mk. 6:4).
855
  The work of the Gospel, it would 
seem, cannot be bounded by the expectations or honor of family, nation, or group.   
 Such a new ordering, as a “family of believers,” would inevitably threaten the 
social mores of family and kinship groups, as it refused to allow reputation to interfere 
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with Christian mercy, care for the little ones, and fellowship with the outcast.  The father 
in Jesus‟s parable of the Prodigal Son (Lk. 15:11-32), for example, demonstrates that 
Christian love is incompatible with the rejection of a shameful child; rather, such love 
involves compassionate inclusion and welcome at the expense of honor and even 
fortune.
856
  The parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10:25-37), moreover, shows that 
truly righteous behavior is not limited to or defined by kinship groups (i.e. the Israelites), 
but rather, true mercy is often exhibited by those whom powerful kin groups reject (i.e. 
the Samaritans).  As Jesus admonishes, his followers are likely to suffer persecution at 
the hands of their own kin:  “Brother will hand over brother to death, and the father his 
child; children will rise up against parents and have them put to death” (Matt. 10:21).
857
 
 Therefore, Gospel accounts would seem to be almost anti-family, but not as a 
rejection of genuinely caring and righteous kinship relations.  Jesus gladly hears the 
concerns of a worried Synagogue official and an equally distraught Syrophoenician 
woman, healing and embracing their children (Matt. 9:18-26, Mk. 5:21-43, Lk. 8:40-56; 
Matt. 15:21-28, Mk. 5:21-43).  Rather, Jesus‟s anti-family injunctions are meant as a 
rejection of systems whereby, “familial norms of faithfulness serve as…structures 
through which material and social well-being is assured for some and denied to 
others.”
858
  Again, family “loyalty” and a “dedication” to kinship and status at the 
expense of anyone who might rival group prestige is “incompatible with a life of mercy, 
service, and compassion for the neighbor in need or for the social outcasts and the poor 
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existing on the margins of society.”
859
  This emphasis on a faith-based, mission-based, 
and charity-based “family of believers” serves as a rejection of first-century family mores 
and is also a rejection of the organization of the first-century state, which was based upon 
the patriarchal household and its allegiances.
860
   
4. Reading John Paul II in Light of These Challenges 
 Thus, turning to John Paul II, while it is true that the joining together of male and 
female might be a biological norm for his thought, it is also true that even his own criteria 
for the complementary union of husband and wife are subject to varied cultural 
interpretations.  While it may be possible to hold male-female sacramental union to be a 
theological ideal, such a union is neither foundational nor normative when taking into 
consideration the vast experiences of embodiment, relationship, and partnership across 
the globe.  A romanticized vision of heterosexual and sacramental marriage might, in 
fact, lead to thin anthropological claims.  Furthermore, romanticizing marriage as the 
center of Christian faith might actually fail to account for Christianity‟s radical suspicion 
of family ties as a possible challenge to faithful discipleship. Thus, when one reads John 
Paul II, one must recognize his assumptions and consider the challenges to his claims—
challenges which include gender sameness, the priority of embodiment, and the danger of 
kin loyalty.  To assert (Christian) marriage‟s foundational import for society, one must 
make claims that account for its anthropological realities, religious and cultural 
particularity, and the possible shortcomings of a nuptial model of Christian life.
861
   The 
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following discussion will attempt to read John Paul II, then, with an awareness of his 
biases and shortcomings, and with some brief suggestions for embracing his sacramental 
system without giving in to its binaries and its romanticization.    
II. Structure, Aim, and Analysis  
A. The Structure and Aim of this Chapter 
In light of the myriad discussions and uses of John Paul II‟s legacy, this chapter 
will attempt to steer a course that is both centrist and integral.  While many of John 
Paul‟s works have been illuminated and critiqued for their covenantal, marital, 
sacramental, or ecclesiological reflections, this chapter will argue that each of these 
contributions is really a part of an overarching theology of Eucharistic or self-giving 
covenant, earlier developed in the documents of Vatican II.  Humankind is created in the 
image of a God of relationship, and thus, human identity and human ethics must be 
deeply intertwined.  Such a theology is not anti-world, but rather, world-embracing as it 
posits a vocation of pursuing Wisdom in and through human culture and secular life.  
This chapter finds the social vocation of families to be not only in line with God‟s 
covenantal nature, but also with the time-honored tradition of the Church.
862
  Yet this 
chapter will argue that this rather idyllic vision, while hopeful, must also be useful and 
realistic, accounting for the social scientific and biblical insights which have been 
previously raised. 
                                                                                                                                                 
body informed by an immortal spirit, man is called to love in his unified totality.”  Nevertheless, the late 
pontiff allows marriage to remain a foundational element in his conception of society.  
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It is the primary argument of this chapter, then, to affirm that John Paul II 
presents a compelling theology precisely because it is a complete, if not completely 
satisfying, system of Christian reflection, grounded in the thought of Vatican II as well as 
social and devotional trends that predate the Council.  Drawing upon diverse themes of 
active participation in the liturgy, social agency, gender complementarity, and Eucharistic 
adoration, the late pontiff‟s theology of the family (and laity) creates an integrated and 
logical vision of Trinitarian theology, anthropology, Christology, and ecclesiology.  
Notwithstanding this integration, and as seen above, John Paul‟s reflections present a 
sense of gender equality that nevertheless upholds traditional gender distinctions, and 
thus, hierarchies.  Furthermore, as McCarthy and Ross argue, John Paul presents a 
theology that, while extolling the beauty of the family, rarely addresses the possibility of 
family configurations that fall short of the late pope‟s ideal of a heterosexual, committed, 
and sacramentally unified home.  Family and home can also be a place for single or 
divorced persons as well as psychological and/or physical violence—and, in some cases, 
the so-called “dis-unified” home is the healthiest option for child well-being. 
Bearing the above in mind, this portion of the chapter will begin with an 
exploration of John Paul II‟s Familiaris Consortio (1981), showing that his 
understanding of covenant and the imago Dei forms both a Eucharistic theology and a 
social ethic.  Subsequent sections will demonstrate that Christifideles Laici (1988), and 
Ecclesia de Eucharistia (2003), while expanding upon certain areas, more or less 
appropriate and reaffirm the same theological core set forth in Familiaris Consortio.  




to give a sense of their own development.  Throughout the discussion, relevant caution 
will be taken to appropriate the pontiff‟s sacramental vision without falling into the 
pitfalls of romanticizing family life and/or gender roles.   
B. Analysis:  Familiaris Consortio 
Early in Familiaris Consortio, John Paul II notes that the contemporary family is 
being assailed by threats of two kinds.  The family suffers from a lack of basic rights—
“food, work, housing and medicine”
863
—in developing countries, and lack of life-giving 
values—rooted in a “consumer mentality”
 864
—in developed countries.  Both are a 
deprivation of true humanity.   To remedy this situation, John Paul urges an “education of 
the moral conscience” that will aid in one‟s “self-realization according to his or her 
original truth.”
865
  Two key themes on John Paul‟s thought emerge here:  the idea of true 
or “realized” humanity and “original truth.”  The former foreshadows, early in the 
document, John Paul‟s sociology (the social dimension of the human person) while the 
latter foreshadows John Paul‟s anthropology (the nature of the human being as in imago 
Dei).  Both the social and the personal find union, though, in one of John Paul‟s ensuing 
statements.  The human person finds a unity between her individual and social identity 
because her true identity is found by living in “covenant with divine Wisdom.”
866
  To live 
in covenant with God is inextricable with living in creation, for “[e]very man is given a 
share of such Wisdom through the creating action of God.”
867
  The concepts of creation, 
community, and human identity are brought into union through an allusion to Genesis.  
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As with his Theology of the Body,
868
 John Paul II‟s theology of family is really a 
creation-based system.  From creation, persons find that their true nature is dynamic and 
communal, patterned after the Creator‟s own self.    
Having established the above, John Paul II notes that, in this covenantal vision, 
the family will find its remedies from victimization by the modern world.  It is by 
“faithfulness to this covenant that the families of today will be in a position to influence 
positively the building of a more just and fraternal world.”
869
  Yet the world‟s great 
cultures are surely capable of possessing more than harmful elements:  “Only with the 
help of all the cultures will it be possible…for the Church to progress towards a daily 
more complete and profound awareness of the truth.”
870
  Here, John Paul II makes a very 
sacramental claim:  God‟s truth is mediated through creation and through the human 
shaping of that creation.  While the Church must always be sure that cultural expressions 
are faithful to the Wisdom of God, that Wisdom is really only known via inculturated, 
on-the-ground means.
871
 Indeed, as John Paul notes, “It is by means of „inculturation‟ that 
one proceeds towards the full restoration of the covenant with the Wisdom of God, which 
is Christ Himself.”
872
  One of the chief cultural ways that God‟s Wisdom is enacted on 
the ground is in marriage and family life.
873
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Marriage can be a culturally and creationally connected entity precisely because 
John Paul considers it to manifest God‟s “original design” for humanity.
874
  As John Paul 
notes, “God is love [1 Jn. 4:8.] and in Himself He lives a mystery of personal loving 
communion.”
875
  This God, whose very life is communion, created human beings to be in 
God‟s own image, that is, to live in loving communion.  Such love is the “fundamental 
and innate vocation” of human beings, and thus, loving communion is the source of true 
humanity.
876
  Furthermore, the “profoundly human need” of persons to live in loving 
partnership with one another is evidence of their being a community-seeking creation.  Of 
course, authors such as Cahill would argue that this need for community has its basis in 
humans‟ shared capacity for embodied relationship, rather than from a gender-
complementary nuptial instinct.  Nevertheless, John Paul recognizes the communal drive 
of human persons and wishes to incorporate it into his relational theology.   
Marital love, in John Paul‟s thought, surely involves a loving “fidelity” to God, 
but it also involves a loving concern that flows out of one‟s relationship with God.
877
  
God, who is loving communion, exhibits a relational inner life that cannot be contained to 
God alone; the love that is God‟s inner life flows out of Godself, creates, and draws 
human creation into covenantal communion with Godself.  Likewise, human beings, who 
share in God‟s very image, must be co-creators and covenanters.  Self-giving is part of 
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God‟s nature, and to live in imago Dei is to give of oneself to others.  As John Paul 
asserts, “The only „place‟ in which this self-giving in its whole truth is made possible is 
marriage, the covenant of conjugal love freely and consciously chosen, whereby man and 
woman accept the intimate community of life and love willed by God Himself.”
878
  
While, as McCarthy and Ross note, marriage is surely not a place for perfect and total 
self-giving, and is perhaps even a place of violence, it seems that John Paul would assert 
that marriage, even if imperfect, images self-giving love better than any other part of 
creation.
879
   
The fidelity of marriage, like fidelity to the Creator, is not a restriction on human 
freedom; rather, marital fidelity is a fidelity of loving communion, and thus it is a truly 
free expression of the very essence of humanity, the imago Dei.
880
  Marriage, then, is not 
a loving communion that shares in God‟s love; marriage is, rather, a loving communion 
because it shares in God‟s love.
881
  Marriage is an expression of God‟s very life, not only 
to the married couple, but also to all of those who witness their love:  “Their bond of love 
becomes the image and the symbol of the covenant which unites God and His people.”
882
 
The family is both part and source of the People of God.  On the one hand, the 
married partners are not distinct carriers of Divine love, but rather, they are one unit, and 
one image, of God‟s self-gift to all people.  Thus, they find their own covenant only as 
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part of the “spousal covenant of Christ with the Church.”
883
  On the other hand, John Paul 
believes that “marriage is the foundation of the wider community of the family” and it is 
thus the Church‟s “cradle and the setting in which she can enter the human 
generations.”
884
  John Paul, then, holds onto two assumptions, which are contested above 
and which will be addressed again in what follows:  (1) marriage founds the family and 
(2) marriage founds the Church.  In this contested model, the family builds up the Church 
not only in number, but also in spirit.  The family is “a living reflection of and a real 
sharing in God's love for humanity and the love of Christ the Lord for the Church His 
bride.”
885
  As a living reflection of God‟s very image, families are called to build up the 
Church by being a “school” for true, self-giving personhood as well as an “authentic 
community of persons.”
886
  Of course, it is worth noting again that, while John Paul 
places both marriage and gender complementarity as the near-cosmic foundation of 
Church and society, scholars such as Cahill, Coakley, and Griffith are concerned that 
such assertions are at the expense of the essential priority of embodiment over marriage 
and embodied sameness over gender difference. 
As noted, John Paul II affirms that this authentic community is made possible 
from an original impulse to foster loving relationships.  While the notion of gendered and 
ontological complementarity is well-debated above, it may be helpful to provide an 
account of how John Paul‟s logic works, less-than-ideal though it may be.
887
  For him, the 
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original impulse for relationship, confirmed by much of the sociology mentioned above, 
is made especially present in marriage because men and women are designed to seek out 
one another, that is, they have a “natural complementarity.”
888
  Again, this 
complementarity finds its expression in a powerful human need to relate, a “personal 
willingness of the spouses to share their entire life-project, what they have and what they 
are.”
889
  This deep need is not only sacred by its very gift from the Creator, but it is also 
made more sacred by the one perfect example of godly self-giving to humanity:  Christ.  
As John Paul II notes, “the Lord Christ God takes up this human need, confirms it, 
purifies it and elevates it, leading it to perfection through the sacrament of matrimony.”
890
  
Marriage represents the Holy Spirit‟s work through the created medium of the couple in 
order to give the “gift of a new communion” that is the “living image” of Christ and 
Christ‟s love for the Church.
891
  Thus, God‟s own desire to create community with and 
among humanity, God‟s own communal image, becomes the Spirit-infused image of the 
married couple.
892
   
As a special subset of God‟s universal care for humanity, marriage is a special 
part of creation.  Moreover, as members of Christ‟s Church who image the Church‟s 
mission of covenantal love in a special way, John Paul II echoes the Second Vatican 
Council in calling the family a “domestic Church.”
893
  As alluded to above, such a 
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community is committed to both love and growth.  The care of husband and wife 
naturally results in “begetting in love and for love a new person.”
894
  Just as God‟s 
creative activity extends beyond Godself to covenant all human persons via the Church, 
so does that of a married couple result in a fuller participation “in God's creative 
activity.”
895
  To beget children, furthermore, is not an end in itself, for imaging God‟s 
creative care must also mean that parents exhibit a concern for “the good of children” so 
that they might fulfill their “vocation” to grow into the most integral of persons.
896
  
Again, one sees that the family is a school for faith and virtue.  Similarly, imaging the 
inclusive and relational image of the Creator, family love must likewise cooperate in the 
continual outreach of God‟s covenant to include not only the growth and education of 
nuclear families, but also concern for wider society, including “care and love for the little 
ones, the sick, the aged.”
 897
  Being in the communal image of God requires a 
commitment to the common good.
898
  
Nevertheless, an appropriation of the aforementioned critiques of 
complementarity are compatible with John Paul‟s sense of God-imaging partnership.  If 
experience and social-scientific observation confirm that male-female heterosexual and 
monogamous marriage is but one iteration of a more basic drive for embodied 
relationship, one might state that the drive to form creative community, regardless of how 
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it configures gender and partnership, is rooted in humanity‟s creation as in imago Dei.  
Yet Christianity‟s own biblical roots affirm the importance of relationships that are 
equitable, mutual, faithful, and oriented toward the common good.  Thus, the created and 
natural drive for relationship is well-embodied through monogamous partnership.  This 
kind of partnership, bound and blessed by God, is a genuine expression of God‟s image 
and call for Christian life.  Moreover, the Christian drive for relationship is rooted in a 
created and natural ability to form community through complementary skillsets, interests, 
and care.  Complementarity, then, flows from anthropology, but it does not necessarily 
flow from gender.  For example, two women can find a way to create reciprocal and life-
giving community through complementary friendship, in much the same way as a 
married man and women do.  Moreover, whether from non-romantic friendships or 
romantic partnerships, human and complementary relationships give life to their 
surrounding communities and also welcome others—be it other family, friends, or 
children—into their amicable community of care.  Such friendships, and the communities 
they create, might fittingly be called the biblical “new family in Christ,” whether or not 
they are biological.  Thus, to be made in imago Dei is not to be gendered, but to be 
embodied and communal.   Many of John Paul‟s central ideas can still obtain even if his 
system is not accepted wholesale. 
As the family, variously formed and configured, acts as both a unit of care and as 
an example of care for the wider world, it strives to be both servant and educator, 
especially to children.  The educative relationship between parents and children, earlier 




and Christian education, is deepened through a parental imaging of God‟s self-giving.  
Such self-giving is present in an important way through familial willingness to exhibit a 
“great spirit of sacrifice,” in no small part through acts of forgiveness of each member 
toward the others.
899
  Such forgiveness prefigures the Sacrament of Reconciliation; as a 
domestic unit of God‟s People, the family requires the gift of mercy in order to be 
healthy.
900
  Likewise, the Church mediates God‟s ultimate forgiveness not only to 
particular family members, but to all of the faithful, as a way of sharing God‟s generous 
and sustaining mercy with all.  In this way, the mercy and self-giving that sustains the 
family would seem to mirror the mercy and self-giving that sustains the Church.  Just as 
the family is a domestic church, so is the Church an ecclesial family.  Yet the family‟s 
identity is found only in God; again, the family shares in Christ‟s mercy because it is a 
unit of Church, not vice-versa.
901
                            
Furthermore, because a family needs not only forgiveness, but also the joyful and 
sustaining unity of family life, it must draw its unity from the stabilizing and solidifying 
graces of the Church.  Such graces are found “in the banquet of the one Body of Christ 
offered to the Christian family…the grace and the responsibility of overcoming every 
division and of moving towards the fullness of communion willed by God.”
902
  By 
offering the sacramental grace of the Eucharist, then, “the Church encourages and guides 
the Christian family to the service of love, so that it may imitate and relive the same self-
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giving and sacrificial love that the Lord Jesus has for the entire human race.”
903
  The 
Eucharist offers the most efficacious means of forming the family into a divinely imaging 
communion of self-gift, for it cements families together through a common bond with a 
sacrificed and living God.  Such union with a God of communion allows families to truly 
exercise the communal dimension of the Divine image and to be brought closer together 
so that their own communion might be a mirror of Godself.  Such a communion is one in 
which there is “equal dignity and responsibility of women with men” and thus fosters the 
aforementioned “reciprocal self-giving” that marks merciful and united family life.
904
    
Of course, as will be discussed below, John Paul‟s call for family unity does not 
explicitly address two challenges, which his thought poses to the family.   First of all, all 
families, in their humanity, experience a tension between their unity and the individuality 
of their members.  Seen above, a too-strong family-identification can result in a loss of 
personal volition, greed, exclusion, and political power-mongering.  Relatedly, and as 
will be further discussed below, families experience an understandable tension between 
an inward obligation to the “united” members of the family and the members‟ outward 
obligation to serve the common good.   Furthermore, because John Paul II views family 
life as marked by the complementarity of spouses/genders, he seems to associate 
reciprocity with role-differentiation.  As such, he notes that the equality of mothers must 
guarantee that their historical task of child-rearing remains unchallenged:  “…society 
must be structured in such a way that wives and mothers are not in practice compelled to 
work outside the home, and that their families can live and prosper in a dignified way 
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even when they themselves devote their full time to their own family.”
905
  Men, on the 
other hand, are called to care for their wives with “a charity that is both gentle and strong 
like that which Christ has for the Church."
906
   
Indeed, while both are responsible for the education of children, husband and wife 
are supposed to model, in their varied ways, Christ‟s self-gift to the Church.  Men, then, 
would seem to image a covenantal God by patterning themselves after the giving Christ; 
women, by contrast, image God‟s covenant by patterning themselves after the receiving 
Church.  Thus, John Paul II has created a vision of a supporting/laboring/active husband 
and a nurturing/rearing/passive wife.  As he notes, “In revealing and in reliving on earth 
the very fatherhood of God, a man is called upon to ensure the harmonious and united 
development of all the members of the family:  he will perform this task by exercising 
generous responsibility for the life conceived under the heart of the mother.”
907
  The man, 
then, is head of the home, while the woman is the heart.  Such imagery finds sure 
resonance with the last hundred years of papal teaching on gender, not to mention with 
nineteenth and twentieth-century post-industrial ideals.
908
 The elevation of the active-
authoritative masculine and the passive-expressive feminine to the cosmic performance 
Christ‟s active gift to the receptive Church is the apotheosis of an historically-conditioned 
set of gender roles.  As such, it means that gendered rubrics for ministry and family may 
not be truly normative, but rather, they might well be culturally determined.  
Furthermore, such “ontologizing” of gender, as Coakley and Ross argue, results in an 
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iron-clad set of gender prescriptions that is practically, if not theologically, unequal for 
men (who may lead and minister) and women (who may receive and bear children). 
While John Paul‟s prescriptions for home and Church may be unequal and 
gendered, one must not lose sight of his attempt to call upon parents, as unifiers, 
sustainers, and educators, to develop “a profound esteem for [children‟s] personal 
dignity,” especially when children are sick or vulnerable.
909
  Thus, while his gender 
prescriptions may be concerning, John Paul‟s theology does call all parents—mothers and 
fathers alike—to image the Creator‟s concern for all of creation, especially for the weak, 
the vulnerable, and the needy.  Furthermore, as units of social concern for the needs of 
children, families allow the Church to fulfill Christ‟s command, “„let the children come 
to me.‟”
910
                                                                                                                                                    
 Likewise, families are called to re-image the outward-flowing love of the 
covenant to include the elderly under their care.
911
  To be a unit of Christian care and 
Christian formation, families must see that God‟s wisdom and relational care flow from 
and to all people.  As wise and dignified members of society, the Church, and family, the 
elderly are rightly counted among those welcomed by and within families.  As such, 
concern for the poor and vulnerable may be a skill first learned in the care of parents over 
children, but, as with God‟s creative love, this care for the needy must be a love that 
continually gives of itself, and so it must not stop within the home.  As John Paul II 
notes, the “fruitfulness” of marital love moves beyond the procreation of children to 
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include the holistic spiritual and moral formation of their family.
912
  Yet, to form one 
another is also not enough.  The love of the family must spread “through the children to 
the Church and to the world.”
913
  The outward self-gift of God‟s own love is most fully 
imaged in the family only when it takes on a socially transformative role.   
Such work is the genuine hope and task of what the late pontiff calls the 
“apostolate” of the family, thus drawing upon both the teaching of Vatican II and the 
reflections of socially-engaged Catholics throughout the twentieth century.
914
  Indeed, 
John Paul II believes that the image of our relational and covenantal God, fully embodied 
within the domestic Church, is a mission-centered, evangelical image that draws others 
into the community and covenant of God‟s love.  This loving extension of the covenant to 
one‟s neighbor is the very outgrowth of recognizing the imago Dei in oneself, yet it is 
also a result of recognizing “the image of God in which our neighbor has been 
created.”
915
   
In sum, families, acting in imago Dei and out of a recognition of that imago in 
others, are called to minister to the vulnerable, even to other families who may be outside 
of or away from the Church.
916
  At times, the family‟s “missionary activity can be 
exercised even within the family,” with regard to family members who are uncertain of 
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their relationship to faith and to the Church.
917
  As, John Paul II remarks, the family is a 
place of “authentic catechesis”:
918
                   
The family is the first and fundamental school of social living:  as a community of 
love, it finds in self-giving the law that guides it and makes it grow.  The self- 
giving that inspires the love of husband and wife for each other is the model and 
norm for the self-giving that must be practiced in the relationships between 
brothers and sisters and the different generations living together in the family. 
And the communion and sharing that are part of everyday life in the home at 
times of joy and at times of difficulty are the most concrete and effective 
pedagogy for the active, responsible and fruitful inclusion of the children in the 




Furthermore, as a unit of Christian socialization and social change, the family is both 
nurturer and missionary, or, as John Paul II says, the family is “teacher and mother, the 
same as the worldwide Church.”
920
  As such, John Paul draws a connection between the 
parental role of the universal Church and that of the domestic church.  In his words, the 
family is a “sign of the presence of Christ” and the “living image and historical 
representation of the mystery of the Church.”
921
     
 As a unit of church and as a unit of catechesis, the family is, and must be, called 
together by both “word and sacrament.”
922
  Indeed, in keeping with the Second Vatican 
Council‟s Declaration on Christian Education (s. 2), John Paul II notes that true 
Christian education includes a knowledge of the gift of salvation as well as the praise of 
God the Father, “especially through liturgical worship.”
923
  The praise of the Creator has 
a twofold purpose.  Spiritually, Christian education is meant to inspire a knowledge of the 
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new life of baptism, a knowledge that inspires one to the “upbuilding of the Mystical 
Body.”
924
  Temporally, true catechesis also promotes “the Christian transformation of the 
world” through “relationships marked by respect, justice, dialogue and love.”
925
  Thus, 
sacramental initiation into the Church is meant to bring about, in persons and in families, 
“participation in the prophetic, priestly and kingly mission of Jesus Christ and of his 
Church.”
926
  Such a statement mirrors the concerns and language of Vatican II‟s 
Apostolicam Actuositatem, and it reiterates the baptismal nature of the call given to 
Christian families.                                                                                               
           Thus, the work of prayer and the work of justice are both enabled by the same 
grace, namely, self-giving.  Again, this grace of self-giving is bestowed through the 
sacramental life.  Marriage itself empowers couples with the “gift of Jesus Christ, that is, 
the Holy Spirit,” which builds up couples in the task of sanctified daily living.
927
  So 
graced, the married couple can embark upon the work of “transforming their whole lives 
into a „spiritual sacrifice.‟”
928
  Here, John Paul‟s theology draws upon the imagery of 
Lumen Gentium (s. 34), affirming that the task of families is to “consecrate the world 
itself to God.”
929
  In consecrating the world by making their lives a sacrifice, families 
participate yet further in the sacramental life, making themselves all the more a part of 
“this priestly people which is the Church.”
930
                                                 
 Above, the Eucharist has already been noted as a source of familial self-giving, by 
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empowering families to “imitate” and “relive” the self-giving of Christ.
931
  Yet, above, 
the family is shown to be united to Christ not only by his example, but also, through his 
own self-offering for his people.  Because of Christ‟s invitation to share in his work of 
self-offering, because of the Christ-empowered opportunity to give of oneself as imago 
Dei, families can share in the priestly work of Christ though their very vocation of self-
offering in the world.  Therefore, they find not only a sacramental link to the priesthood, 
but also a deeper connection to the empowerment of the Eucharist.  Recalling that the 
Second Vatican Council called for marriages to be celebrated within the context of Mass, 
John Paul II notes again that the Christian family must rediscover its intimate connection 
to the Eucharist.
932
  Created to fulfill a “profound” human need and brought under God‟s 
new covenant by baptism, the family finds its mission‟s “highest expression in the 
Eucharist.”
933
                                                                                                                          
 With the Eucharist thus uniting the family‟s created identity and its Christian 
mission, John Paul II remarks that “The Eucharist is the very source of Christian 
marriage.”
934
  Indeed, “As a representation of Christ's sacrifice of love for the Church,” 
the Eucharist serves as a “fountain of charity” for families, who are themselves a 
representation of Christ‟s love for the Church.
935
  By receiving the Eucharist, families are 
united in and by Christ, “given up” for them, to become one Body that may be “given up” 
in their mission to the wider world.
936
  Thus, John Paul claims that “[i]n this sacrifice of 
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the New and Eternal Covenant, Christian spouses encounter the source from which their 
own marriage covenant flows.”
937
  In the Eucharist, the family finds that being created in 
imago Dei means being patterned after a God who, by God‟s very relational nature, offers 
himself for the sake of an inclusive and loving covenant.   
It is important to offer, here, that, for John Paul II, the sacrament of marriage is 
always the gateway to the wider family mission, and the first site of familial Eucharistic 
bonding.  Yet, as the previous discussion demonstrates, practical experience reveals that 
it might well be the family itself that exists prior to, or apart from, marriage.  Families of 
baptized Christians have been as much incorporated into Christ as those who are married, 
and it is out of Christ-incorporated families that Christian couples emerge.  Thus, it 
would seem that a theology of family mission should begin with baptism and family, and 
only then is marriage included under the already-extant mission of the family itself.  If 
John Paul‟s theology is to speak to the social-scientific and theological priority of the 
family, as well as to the experiences of non-wed couples and single-parent families, it 
may be best to affirm that family is, in fact, the theological and anthropological gateway 
to Eucharistic mission, including the Eucharistic mission of the family itself.  
 While lacking a convincing treatment of the priority of the family over marriage, 
it is noteworthy that John Paul‟s thought does strive to be integrative, at least in terms of 
theological disciplines.  Trinitarian theology, theologies of nature and grace, theological 
anthropology, and missiology merge in John Paul II‟s account of the Eucharist.  Married 
couples, created in the divine image, joined by the Holy Spirit, and more fully united and 
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empowered by their common sharing in the Body of Christ, are called to create new life 
in the world through begetting new life through children, through life-giving service to 
the world, and through witnessing, in all of these works, to the Gospel of Jesus.  It would 
seem that this pattern is one of a descending hierarchy of imaging.  The Trinitarian God, 
who is self-giving love, is perfectly and equally imaged by Christ‟s love for the People of 
God, the Church.  Thus, in Christ—the incarnate Divinity—the Father provides the 
Church with a bridge between God‟s inner self-giving and God‟s outward self-giving.  
Through the sacraments, the Church—the People of God—acts in the image of God by 
offering itself for the continual work of Christ among its members.  So nourished by the 
Church‟s self-gift, the People of God allow themselves to mediate Christ‟s self-giving to 
all that they meet.  Moreover, in offering themselves to one another in order to build the 
Church, the People of God actually image Christ‟s very love for the Church.  Therefore, 
the act of self-giving is at once an act of God, an act of living in imago Dei, and an act of 
being and building Church.  To be fully human is to be fully in imago Dei, and to be fully 
in imago Dei is to be fully a gift to others and to the Church.  To be a gift to neighbor and 
to community is to be like God, and so the cycle continues.     
Spouses, in giving of themselves to one another, live out their vocation in imago 
Dei, and thus, also pattern themselves after Christ‟s exemplary love for the Church.  Yet 
spouses, and the families they engender, could not carry out this priestly, self-offering, 
and Christ-patterning role if it were not for the unifying and fortifying grace of the 
sacraments.  In the Eucharist, families are built up to be a unit of priesthood, self-gift, and 




only teaches families how to evangelize by example, but Christ also teaches families by 
being their very source of united life.  To be in imago Dei is to participate in divine life 
by God‟s own continual and all-inclusive invitation; to be in community and to build 
community is to be in imago Dei.  As the Eucharist both demonstrates and effects, there 
is no separation between the nature and work of God; likewise, for the People of God, 
fashioned in God‟s own image, there is no separation between the identity and mission of 
the Church, its families, and family members.  Families must, then, find that they share 
most fully in the image and likeness of God by receiving and becoming part of the Body 
of Christ, but they live out their identity by becoming the Body of Christ to others.                                                                                                                                                                   
 It is clear from the above, however, that families cannot carry out their 
Eucharistic mission without help.  First of all, families must carry out an active prayer 
life, which includes both liturgical and devotional worship.  John Paul II highly urges 
families both to attend Mass as well as to pray the rosary.
938
  Also, pastors must receive 
good formation, so as to be attentive to the needs of family life.
939
  Lastly, and 
encompassing both prayer life and pastoral care, the Church as a whole must be “at the 
service of the human person” and be especially attentive to families‟ “demands of 
communion and service to life.”
940
  These demands are in accordance with the very 
nature of marriage and family.  Fashioned by a God of community and self-gift, married 
partners are called to “a daily effort to promote a truly personal community, initiated and 
fostered by an inner communion of love.”
941
        
                                                 
938
 FC ss. 57;61. 
939
 FC s. 34. 
940
 FC ss. 64;69.  
941




 Again, this love, the love of “the domestic Church,” must always grow outward if 
it is to be continually self-giving.
942
  Thus, the love of the family ought rightly to be 
“extended to the wider circle of the ecclesial community.”
943
  Yet the kind of love that 
discovers the “„image of God‟” in “every human being”
944
 extends beyond even members 
of the same faith in order to reach out to every human person, especially the poor, weak, 
or otherwise marginalized.
945
  In sum, “[w]hile building up the Church in love, the 
Christian family places itself at the service of the human person and the world.”
946
  
Despite John Paul‟s assertions that marriage is the family‟s foundation, it would seem to 
be this Eucharistically commissioned family that is at the heart of Christian marriage and 
a key element in the lay vocation in the world.   
C. Analysis:  Christifideles Laici                 
 In his ensuing encyclicals which address issues of family and Eucharist—
Christifideles Laici and Ecclesia de Eucharistia—John Paul II continues the covenantal 
theology and reflection on the family “apostolate” begun in Familiaris Consortio.
947
   
Such themes, one must remember, hail from both Vatican II and from the social reforms 
and movements of the years leading up to the Council.  In Christifideles Laici, John Paul 
works with a nearly identical anthropology to that of Familiaris Consortio.  Humans are 
created to be social, both in identity and in mission:  “The human person has an inherent 
social dimension which calls a person from the innermost depths of self to communion 
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with others and to the giving of self to others.”
948
  The social nature of humanity finds its 
natural fulfillment in community, and—while, again, troublesome for many scholars—
John Paul asserts that marriage and family are the most basic expressions of human 
society and human sociality.
949
   
Of course, John Paul continually falls under criticism from those who believe that 
marriage, and even family, are socially-determined institutions.  The late pope, critics 
argue, has it backwards.  It is not that marriage is the original sign of the social nature of 
the human person; rather, it is the incipient social nature of the human person, which 
creates institutions such as (Christian) family, gender, and marriage.  While these 
criticisms are surely valid, it is important to note that John Paul would seem continually 
to place marriage in a foundational social role precisely because of his belief that humans 
are created to be communal, and to seek God in and through community.  For him, 
marriage would seem to be a theological—even if not anthropological—staple of society 
because it is the most palpable, committed, and sacramental kind of community that can 
exist within human beings.  John Paul‟s theological ideal of covenanted community, then, 
would seem to trump—and perhaps distort—attentiveness to the social-scientific realities 
behind the formation of human community.      These 
concerns aside, it is noteworthy that John Paul II uses his interpretation of marriage‟s 
foundational social importance in order to make a case for human rights.  He begins 
Christifideles Laici with a concern that the rights of these most basic units of society are 
being violated in the modern world.  Such rights inhibit families from “participation” in 
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living fully human lives, which would involve “responsible parenthood, the right to 
participation in public and political life, the right to freedom of conscience and the 
practice of religion.”
950
  Such participation in the life of the world and of the Church is 
necessary for the full realization of what it means to be “People of the New Covenant,”
951
 
who would seem to image the relational and life-giving God by being “creators of a new, 
more humane culture.”
952
  The family‟s role in society, then, is to be “the primary place 
of „humanization‟ for the person and society [emphasis his].”
953
  This strict identification 
between Christianity and true humanity runs that danger of ignoring, as Cloutier would 
say, the broken realities of human existence, including the experiential and biblical 
possibility of family-based ego-centrism, domination, and social exclusion.  
Romanticized though it may be, then, John Paul‟s thought still represents an attempt to 
show that family might well be a sight of the truly Christian vocation of self-offering and 
mercy—in the home and in the world at large.                                   
John Paul builds upon his sentiments in Familiaris Consortio, and those of 
Apostolicam Actuositatem, through Christifideles Laici‟s treatment of the faithful‟s 
priestly, prophetic, and kingly roles.  He explains that Christian laypersons share in the 
Church by virtue of their baptism; Christian baptism forms the faithful into the 
covenanted People of God by incorporating them into Jesus Christ.
954
  This incorporation, 
and the mission that it entails, is embodied most fully in the Eucharist.  The laity is 
called, as in Familiaris Consortio and Sacrosanctum Concilium, to “the active 
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participation in the Liturgy,” whereby the faithful are reminded that “Jesus offered 
himself on the cross and continues to be offered in the celebration of the Eucharist for the 
glory of God and the salvation of humanity.”
955
  Thus, becoming united in Christ by 
virtue of his self-gift, the faithful take on his priestly mission by “the offering they make 
of themselves and their daily activities.”
956
  Such a sense of Christic and Eucharistic 
mission, John Paul argues, is the apex of Christian charity, and is in line with the tradition 
of the Church, as testified in Scripture and, again, by the Second Vatican Council‟s 
Apostolicam Actuositatem:  “In the very early days, the Church added the agape to the 
Eucharistic Supper, and thus showed herself to be wholly united around Christ by the 
bond of charity.”
957
  The work of creating charitable communion, then, entails “mercy to 
the poor and the sick” and “works of charity and mutual aid intended to relieve human 
needs of every kind.”
958
  As in Familiaris Consortio, John Paul also sees this mission to 
be in accord with Vatican II‟s Lumen Gentium: “…the lay faithful consecrate the world 
itself to God.”
959
  This self-offering participation in the Church and in society is a way of 
embodying the New Covenant, the image of the relational God, and the Eucharistic gifts 
of union and self-offering that Christ has left for the Church.                                                                                                            
 Because of the missional call of self-offering to and in the world, the faithful also 
share in Christ‟s prophetic mission because they are “called to allow the newness and the 
power of the gospel to shine out every day in their family and social life.”
960
  Such an 
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evangelical commitment can hope to overcome the violations that ensue from the 
“contradictions of the present age.”
961
  In order to go about the work of social 
transformation, though, John Paul notes that laypersons must overcome the “kingdom of 
sin” within themselves; thus, the laity shares in the kingly work of Christ.
962
  Such a 
vision of interior victory over sin recalls pre-Vatican II notions of a social mission that is 
identified with a spiritual, not material, upbuilding of the Mystical Body.  Yet, John Paul 
II is careful to affirm that his vision of kingship, which includes the upbuilding of family 
life, still has an outward purpose.  Drawing upon Scripture and Lumen Gentium, John 
Paul notes that the lay faithful are called to allow their interior conquering of the 
kingdom of sin to enable an inward and outward building of the Kingdom of God.  
Laypersons “make a gift of themselves so as to serve, in justice and in charity, Jesus who 
is himself present in all his brothers and sisters, above all in the very least.”
963
  In the 
secular world, then, laypersons simultaneously find an arena for service as well as an 
arena to hear God‟s call.
964
   
This vocation of lay life, and the sanctification that comes via the secular world, 
has already received its holiness from the Incarnation itself.  Here, John Paul quotes 
Gaudium et Spes:  “the Word made flesh willed to share in human fellowship” and, in so 
doing, “He sanctified those human ties, especially family ones, from which social 
relationships arise.”
965
  Indeed, “He chose to lead the life of an ordinary craftsman of his 
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own time and place.”
966
  Because of Jesus‟s fellowship with humanity, John Paul 
reiterates that the call of the Christian, begun at baptism, involves following and imitating 
Jesus Christ, and this discipleship includes “conscious and active participation in the 
liturgical and sacramental life of the Church,” “personal prayer, in family or in 
community,” “in the hunger and thirst for justice,” and “in the practice of the 
commandment of love in all circumstances of life and service to the brethren, especially 
the least, the poor and the suffering.”
967
        
 Thus, while Christian life finds its genesis in sacramental grace, that grace can 
only be most fully realized in the work of community-building.
968
  Such upbuilding, a 
fulfillment of “the commandment of love,”
969
 includes the poor and marginalized as well 
as “the family, the education of children and adolescents, professional work, and 
suffering.”
970
  This offering of “ordinary life in the world” is the manner in which 
laypersons combat the “separation of the Gospel from life” through conquering interior 
sin and offering themselves for the sake of the Gospel, just as Christ was offered for 
them.
971
  Such offering, then, is profoundly Eucharistic.  It happens as Catholics freely 
give themselves over to liturgical worship, to the receipt and enactment of Eucharistic 
grace, and to the service of their neighbors who are one with them in the Body of Christ 
which is itself patterned after the Eucharistic and Paschal sacrifice.
972
  John Paul remarks, 
“through work offered to God an individual is associated with the redemptive work of 
                                                 
966
 CL s. 15; GS s. 32. 
967
 CL s. 16. 
968
 CL s. 16. 
969
 CL s. 16. 
970
 CL s. 23. 
971
 CL s. 34. 
972






  Thus, in ordinary life, laypersons, and lay families, find that their 
priestly, prophetic, and kingly roles are united; through the quotidian fulfillment of its 
baptismal vocation, the laity finds the “fullness of its meaning” in Jesus Christ whereby it 
might bring “divine creation to perfection.”
974
  In keeping with the Gospels themselves, 
such perfection involves the death of the selfishness, domination, and exclusion of any 
one person or kin group, and an inclusive openness to embracing others—especially the 
poor and outcast—in everyday labors.   
As a local site of sustenance for the laity and as the sacramental site for the 
upbuilding of the Body of Christ, the parish can rightly call itself “the family of God” and 
a “Eucharistic community.”
975
  The Eucharist not only unites parish members and parish 
families, but it also unites all of these to the universal Church, which, as Vatican II notes, 
“communicates divine life to all.”
976
  Here, one must pay attention to the above 
references to the “familial,” “communal,” and “social” dimension of human beings, to 
“covenanted” people, to the communication of “divine life,” and to the culmination of 
“divine creation.”  Such references would seem to connote that John Paul II is still 
operating with an implicit anthropology of human beings made and fulfilled through 
imaging the relational God.  Humans thus find fulfillment by gathering themselves into 
one covenanted and ecclesial body.  This body, the Church, is the true “family of 
believers” preached in the Gospels themselves.  While it can include kinship units, and 
while biological/nuclear families might be strong seed-beds of Gospel faith, it bears 
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repeating that, in the Gospels as well as in the thought of John Paul II, the Christian 
model of family is by no means limited to kinship; rather, it radically includes all those 
who believe, and this inclusion is capable of rendering believers from their non-believing 
kin. 
As seen in Familiaris Consortio, Christifideles Laici expresses a vision whereby 
gathering as a faith-based community in the world is an act of both “creativity” and 
“culture.”
977
  Thus, for laity to live their vocation in imago Dei, they must, within their 
own time and place, allow “the Christian faith [to become] a part of history and the 
creator of history.”
978
  As in Familiaris Consortio, too, one of the key sites for the 
“building up” of history, and thus, of the People of God, is the “domestic Church.”
979
  
Within this domestic Church, John Paul reaffirms the importance of a missional focus by 
citing Familiaris Consortio:  “renewed by Christ through faith and the sacraments, the 
family's sharing in the Church's mission should follow a community pattern.”
980
  Thus, 
while the family builds up the Church by building the People of God in and through 
society, it draws its own strength from the Church‟s sacramental grace.   
The family, of course, can only go about the work of charity in the world as long 
as it attends to love between family members.  Just as the Church draws people together 
in Eucharistic charity in order to send them forth, so must the family, equally united in 
Christ, send out its own members to spread the charity born of familial community.
981
  
The work of familial charity must, therefore, include the promotion of the dignity of 
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women within and outside of the nuclear family.  As with Familiaris Consortio, though, 
John Paul II argues for a notion of women‟s dignity through the lens of gender 
complementarity.  As such, he identifies women‟s “particular work” as educators both for 
their own children and in the Church and society.
982
  Thus, despite John Paul‟s insistence 
that the family‟s “missionary” work is one of a mutual call to parent-child education for 
husbands and wives, one of “totally integrated formation,” and one of “equality for all 
members of the Church,” he nevertheless states that such parity is one of “particular” 
roles for men and for women, with the latter tending toward child-nurturance.
983
 Here, 
gender complementarity would seem to erode Griffith‟s ideal of sameness and the 
genuine equality of men and women.  Of course, John Paul‟s own acceptance of such 
role-prescriptions cannot be changed, but it must be acknowledged as a genuine 
challenge for all those who draw upon his thought. 
Notwithstanding the above lack of parity, one must remember that the socially 
upbuilding task of the family is, ultimately, both in imago Dei and profoundly 
Eucharistic.  John Paul‟s call for the family‟s ultimate grounding in sacramentality is, 
then, equally a source of vocation for all family members.  As a unit of Church, the 
family is, in the words of St. Cyprian, “a people made one with the unity of the Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit.”
984
  Like the Incarnation and like the marriage from which it flows, 
John Paul believes that the family is to live out the communion of the Triune God by 
enacting its mission, or “apostolate,” which involves (1) becoming part of the 
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communion of the Church and (2) bringing the Gospel into the world.
985
  Yet, seen 
above, marriage may not necessarily precede the family, and furthermore, families 
receive the grace of Church-building and world-building not so much through marriage 
as through sacramental life.  Again, the family of faith supersedes, and is the source of, 
graced communities of kinship; moreover, it is the faith community, and families‟ 
participation in it, which is inclusive and missional; marriage and family, by themselves, 
are of their nature non-inclusive institutions.   
As a sacrament, then, marriage—as an exclusive union of persons—can only take 
on an inclusive and divinely-imaging mission if it is somehow rooted in the universal and 
inclusive identity of the Church itself.  It does so because of its baptismal grounding:  
“Baptism is the door and the foundation of communion in the Church.”
986
  Secondly, 
“The Body of Christ in the Holy Eucharist sacramentalizes this communion, that is, it is a 
sign and actually brings about the intimate bonds of communion among all the faithful in 
the Body of Christ which is the Church.”
987
  Thus, the communion-building mission of 
God‟s people—including spouses and families—results from their sacramental sharing in 
the image of the communal and covenanting God.  Furthermore, the social dimension of 
humanity naturally results in the communion of the Church and in the upbuilding of the 
world.  The covenanted and divinely-imaging People of God are the “great builders of the 
Kingdom of God in history.”
988
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D. Analysis:  Ecclesia de Eucharistia       
With regard to the family, the theology heretofore developed in Familiaris 
Consortio and in Christifideles Laici can also be seen to inform, and to be nearly identical 
to, that of Ecclesia de Eucharistia.  As noted in previous documents, Ecclesia de 
Eucharistia affirms that it is in the Lord's Supper that Christ is truly seen and known.  
Drawing from Luke, John Paul offers these words:  “…their eyes were opened and they 
recognized him” (Lk. 24:31).
989
  Also, as in Familiaris Consortio and Christifideles 
Laici, and drawing upon Sacrosanctum Concilium, Ecclesia de Eucharistia affirms that 
“active and fruitful participation in the Holy Sacrifice of the Altar on the part of the 
faithful” allows for “the unity of his body which is the Church” as well as the 
transformation of history.
990
  Yet again, as with John Paul‟s two previous documents, 
such work of transformation is a “priestly” sharing in the Eucharistic work of Christ, who 
“by the blood of his Cross entered the eternal sanctuary, [and] thus gives back to the 
Creator and Father all creation redeemed.”
991
  Therefore, in the Eucharist, the “family of 
God” participates in the transformation of all of creation through its communion in the 
Body of Christ.
992
  Though not explicitly stated, such participation in the upbuilding of 
creation would seem to make the “family of God” act both in the image of the Church 
and of God‟s very Eucharistic self.
993
      
                                                 
989
 Ecclesia de Eucharistia, in “John Paul II, Encyclicals” (Vatican City.  Accessed 25 August 2011.  
Available from http://www.vatican.va), s. 6. 
990
 EU ss. 10;23;60. 
991
 EU s. 8. 
992
 EU s. 61. 
993




As seen in earlier documents, John Paul explains that union in Christ is first 
effected through baptism, yet it is through the Eucharist that “incorporation into Christ” is 
reinforced.
994
  Because of the Eucharist‟s role in bringing the faithful to Godself, John 
Paul II expresses his approval of traditional Eucharistic devotions, such as adoration and 
processions.
995
  This endorsement is much like his earlier commendation of the family 
rosary in Familiaris Consortio.  John Paul clearly sees that the Eucharistic mission of 
families is one that is compatible with traditional modes of worship, contemplation, and 
reflection.          
 Lastly, one sees in Ecclesia de Eucharistia a sense that, from creation, one can 
find the social dimension of the human person as well as a deep drive toward the creation 
of community.  As such, the Eucharist presupposes that God has gathered persons under 
God‟s own covenant, and therefore, the Eucharist is an efficacious sign of that 
covenant.
996
  As John Paul explains, “The celebration of the Eucharist, however, cannot 
be the starting-point for communion; it presupposes that communion already exists, a 
communion which it seeks to consolidate and bring to perfection.”
997
   
 Ecclesia de Eucharistia, then, allows for the perpetuation of the theology of 
Familiaris Consortio and Christifideles Laici.  The Eucharist is an outgrowth of the 
communion-building to which human persons are called.  As an expression of the very 
nature of God, the Eucharist builds community and simultaneously calls that community 
forth to transform history in and through the beauty of human culture.  In this Eucharistic 
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“apostolate,” laypersons and lay families find their call.  Such a mission belongs to all of 
Christ‟s followers, from “the first places of Eucharistic celebration in the domus or 
„homes‟ of Christian families” to the present day.
998
           
III. Conclusion          
 John Paul II presents a beautiful, agential, and integrated vision of the nature of 
God, the Church, and familial/Christian mission.  His vision is centered upon the concept 
that God, who is Communion, has stamped God‟s own communal image on humankind.  
Following Vatican II, John Paul insists that Jesus Christ‟s very incarnation is testimony to 
the dignity of the human person in imago Dei, and Jesus‟s life testifies to the possibility 
of building communion in and through daily life.  Moreover, such communion-building is 
possible precisely because God calls all into covenant with Godself.  The Church is an 
expression of the common covenant of the People of God, and the Eucharist is the 
sacramental expression of God‟s self-giving, which in turn unites all people to Godself.  
To be in the image of God is to merit, by God‟s own gift, the call to be united to Godself.  
Yet, to be united to God by both the Holy Spirit and the Incarnation, and to be patterned 
after the Creator, is to share in God‟s creative relationality and self-giving.  The family, 
therefore, is rightly a beautiful expression of the life-giving and communal potential of 
being in imago Dei.  The Eucharist, both recreating and exemplifying unity in God, is 
thus the sum and source of familial communion, too; the Eucharist is, still further, the 
very source of understanding the vocation of being created in the image of God. 
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Trinitarian theology, Christology, ecclesiology, Eucharistic theology, and familial 
missiology all find unity in John Paul II‟s integral vision of the nature and image of God. 
His frequent references to “the People of God,” “active participation in the liturgy,” “the 
apostolate,” and the “domestic Church” also attest to John Paul‟s theological alliance 
with the themes of Vatican II as well as earlier social and liturgical movements of the 
twentieth century.  Moreover, John Paul‟s reliance upon an analysis of modern familial 
challenges, in tandem with the Gospels and the letters of Paul, further shows that, like 
Vatican II, he seeks to view the modern Church in a way that is in line with Scripture and 
tradition.  Yet, John Paul II is the first to integrate Vatican II‟s notions of Eucharistic 
grace and mission, lay vocation, and familial evangelization.  His corpus of works is thus 
monumental for the tradition of the Church, for the integration of Scripture and ethics, 
and for a rekindled sense of the primacy of the Eucharist for Christian lives and Christian 
families.          
 As discussed in the early sections of this chapter, the Holy Father‟s vision, while 
comprehensive, is marred by (1) a too-strong emphasis on the gendered complementarity 
of men and women and (2) an idealism that prevents him from addressing issues of 
separation/divorce, domestic violence, etc.  While John Paul II presents an integral model 
of family development, he generally mentions problems of familial harms and/or 
imperfections—to the elderly, children, between couples—as something to be overcome 
by the witness of ideal families.
999
  In other words, the late pontiff does not tell readers 
how to deal with the fractures that attend to all families and to most of life.  Furthermore, 
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he presents the ideal family with a sense of gender complementarity that is sometimes so 
role-specific that it compromises his own assertion of “equality for all members of the 
Church.”
1000
  To truly acknowledge the fundamental sameness of men and women is to 
look social-scientifically at the realities of shared embodiment and relationality.   
As Cahill, Traina, and Ross offer, to see that all human beings share basic 
biological capacities, including reproduction, is to acknowledge a fundamental equality in 
all persons.  Moreover, to acknowledge that relational giving and receiving is basic to all 
human beings and to all reproductive processes is to acknowledge that maleness and 
femaleness are not, in fact, rooted in fundamentally distinct and complementary 
phenomena.  As Cahill explains, when one speaks of gender, one speaks out of a 
culturally-defined context about a culturally-defined understanding of both sex roles and 
partnership.  Marriage, then, is anthropologically preceded by human biological 
similarity and a basic human capacity for forming bonds of kinship.  Whatever 
differences attend to marriage customs are socio-religiously determined phenomena, and 
the same is true of the gender roles that are assumed to be “foundational” to marriage.  
Anthropologically speaking, a fundamental similarity of capacity is socially enshrined as 
varied cultural expectations of role and relationship.  McCarthy‟s analysis of industrially-
determined gender roles suffices to confirm these observations.  Indeed, the cultural 
enshrinement of embodied relations finds expression in diverse familial and marital 
arrangements.   
                                                 
1000




Thus, while Christian marriage is certainly a beautiful and powerful expression of 
God‟s love, it arises not from a context of ontological complementarity, but out of a 
socially-determined context of biological and relational similarity.  As Ross insists, then, 
a retrieval of a fundamentally just and equal sense of, e.g. marriage, must be rooted not in 
culturally unequal appraisals of gender, but in socially-observable equal capacities of the 
body and human relationship.  Recasting John Paul‟s Eucharistic vision without gender 
disparity, then, might work as follows:  As John Paul notes, the Eucharist—as graced and 
promised food—is especially suited to unite all of the faithful via their 
biology/embodiment.  The Eucharist, then, sends Christians forth using the gift of 
common food and by way of their embodied relationality—by gathering them into a 
covenanted community, by sending them forth as one body, and by commissioning them 
to use the Gospel to rarefy and uplift the humanity of other persons, who are also 
designed for embodied relationship with God and with other embodied souls.  It follows 
that the Eucharist is not the food of the bridegroom for the bride, but rather, the Eucharist 
is a helpmeet for humanity‟s own created nature.  It is food for the body and food for the 
soul precisely because it sustains human beings by caring for them as communal persons.  
The covenant is necessary because, like God, humans need the nourishment that can only 
come from communion with God and with others.  It is only sensible, then, that 
Eucharistic food, that is, abundant life, inevitably flows from God‟s promised and 
gathered community.   
The Eucharist, as helpmeet for human nature, can thus retain nuptial significance 




priest, but rather, the Divine gift of an incarnate God.  Marriage and family, as 
expressions of this human drive, and divine invitation, for embodied community, are also 
fundamental expressions of the human acceptance of God‟s covenantal invitation.  All 
humans, equally embodied and equally invited, can accept God‟s call to relationship 
through marriage and family, regardless of gender.  Thus, when partners gather for 
marriage, or when caretakers and the cared-for gather to be family, they gather as equally 
endowed human beings, who have each equally received the Eucharistic food and its 
missional invitation.  To gather in marriage, then, is to gather as two beings who consent 
to embody Divine and Eucharistic community as best they can, out of their common—not 
gendered—capacity for love and mission.  To create or to gather as family is to accept the 
missional impulse of the Eucharistic invitation, an invitation to created, covenantal, and 
care-filled community that grows ever-wider; such community flows out of the 
fundamental Divine—and human—impulse for relationship.   
On this model, family—like the parish—is an extension of Eucharist, and it may 
undertake many configurations, cultural or gendered.  Marriage, the willing creation of 
Eucharistic and covenantal life by two consenting members of the faithful, might result in 
a growing family.  Yet marriage might also follow from prior family commitments or, 
conversely, family commitments may exist without marriage.  Non-martial partnerships, 
single-parent homes, divorced couples with shared child-custody…all of these are still 
forms of family, and these families, too, are bound by God‟s gift of and call to 
Eucharistic, covenantal life.  Marriage and family, then, are clear and beautiful 




coterminous.  Furthermore, if marriage and family take their Christian vocation from 
Eucharistic life, and if the Eucharist is a fulfillment and expression of the unity in Christ 
already effected in baptism, then it follows that the sacrament of marriage finds its 
genesis in the sacrament of baptism, too.  Thus, not only is marriage sociologically 
preceded by family; it is also theologically preceded by both baptism and Eucharist.  
Marriage is a result, not a foundation, of community, and believing community at that.
1001
   
Still further, marriage and family need not be foundations either of society or of 
God‟s plan for community.  Rather, marriage and family are exemplary expressions of 
God‟s complete and life-giving commitment to humankind.  To engage in family and/or 
marriage is to consent to a life not of clear and complementary role prescriptions, but of 
the creative, free, and mutual process of the “circular dance” of partnership, as Roberts 
explains.  Just as God is a God of equal, outpouring community, so marriage and family 
are gifts of God‟s life which is always in motion, never bounded by clear roles, 
beginnings, or ends, but rather, bounded only by cooperative and covenantal giving.  
Such giving is a messy process, only understood and only truly lived in the context of 
life‟s day-to-day brokenness and imperfections.   
We human beings are in the image of God not because we are male and female, 
then; but rather, we are in the image of God because, as male and female, we are all 
equally capable of committing to and sharing in life-giving and unending community, a 
community which Christians call Eucharist.  Our imaging of Godself, then, is not a 
matter of gender or family roles, but rather, it is a matter of participating in and extending 
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God‟s offer of Godself.  Echoing the Gospels themselves, Christian marriages and 
Christian families are rooted in a participation in the radically equal call of Christian 
service; Gospel service is not, however, a narrow devotion to family.  The Gospel, and 
the God-created drive to covenant, precede the family anthropologically and 
theologically.  Only in this way can Jesus‟s injunction be taken seriously: “No one who 
sets a hand to the plow and looks to what was left behind is fit for the kingdom of God” 
(Lk. 9:62).   
Marriage and family structures can participate in Christ only insomuch as they are 
committed to the service of the Gospel.  If marriage and family represent a turning away 
from the Gospel, and from Christian community, they must be rejected.  Indeed, a 
prophet has no welcome in her hometown.  Thus, the fundamental human capacity and 
vocation for covenant can exist in man or woman, single or married, family-committed or 
celibate, lay or clergy.  Gender and family roles are secondary to foundational biology 
and anthropology, but they are also merely expressions of the singular and equally-
granted vocation to Eucharistic life.    
Notwithstanding this common vocation for all human beings, and as noted 
previously, grappling with John Paul‟s thought requires an acceptance that his reflections 
will always be tempered by a belief in an essential complementarity of gender.   As the 
above discussion aimed to demonstrate, John Paul‟s thought can be appropriated without 
strict complementarity; furthermore, if such a re-working of his thought is to take place, it 
must be carried out with careful exploration of its sources and a careful use of critical 




“ontologically necessary” gender complementarity seems to arise, in no small part, from 
the pseudo-Pauline epistles.  Because the New Testament epistolary sources serve as 
prolegomena for John Paul‟s theology, a critical exploration of their context and meaning 
will aid in the understanding and critique of John Paul‟s own work.  Thus, a family and 
gender-attentive analysis of the communities, authors, and meanings of the pseudo-
Pauline texts, as well as the genuine Pauline epistles, will be the subject matter of the 
















  Chapter 6 
“One body in Christ”:  Pauline and Pseudo-Pauline Tools for a Eucharistic 
Spirituality of the Family 
I. Introduction  
A. A Pauline Anecdote 
Around the year 50 A.D., Paul, confidently calling himself an apostle, wrote to 
the Corinthian community with some serious concerns.  He had heard that, in the homes 
where they worshipped, the wealthier among them were beginning to share in their meal 
of thanksgiving without the presence of the less well-off.  As Paul explains, “one goes 
hungry while another gets drunk” (1 Cor. 11:21).  He reminds the Corinthians, instead, 
that they should remember that they gather not for their own dining pleasure, but rather, 
“to eat the Lord's supper” (1 Cor. 11:20).  Therefore, Paul urges his fellow Christians, 
“when you come together to eat, wait for one another” (1 Cor. 11:33).  As a community 
of worship and service, the Corinthians should consider the needs of all as they gather, 
and they should remember that the ultimate purpose of their gathering is not centered 
upon them, but upon Christ.  After all, Paul tells the Corinthians, “you are Christ‟s body, 
and individually parts of it” (1 Cor. 12:27).  Accordingly, “If [one] part suffers, all the 
parts suffer with it; if one part is honored, all the parts share its joy” (1 Cor. 12:26).  
 B. From the Apostle Paul to John Paul, and Back Again 
Seen in the preceding chapters, devotional literature, Catholic Action, Christian 
language for civil rights, any number of pontifical documents, and the documents of the 




God, as the Body of Christ.  Twentieth-century discussions of the Mystical Body, the 
extension of the Body of Christ from liturgy to service in the world, and the fundamental 
dignity of all believers across and within cultures—all of these concepts were made 
possible by Paul‟s theology, expressing a belief that all Christians are one “body” in 
Christ though many “parts” of that one body.  Paul‟s inclusive and (at least somewhat) 
egalitarian understanding of what it means to be Christian, outlined in his Letter to the 
Corinthians and elsewhere, serve as the ground of this dissertation‟s claims for authentic 
Christian practice, and they will therefore be at the heart of this chapter‟s discussion.  
Moreover, a closer look at Paul‟s ministry and teaching will help to shed further light 
upon many of the theologies and practices seen throughout the preceding chapters.  In 
particular, an examination of the meaning of Paul‟s “one body” imagery will help to 
explain and clarify the concerns that have been raised over John Paul and others‟ use of 
gender complementarity and the imagery of Church-Bride and Christ-Priest-Bridegroom.  
Such terms, it will be seen, hail from a later Pauline tradition, one that, like Paul himself, 
exhibited tension over the inclusivity of “one body” and the exclusivity of long-standing 
social mores.        
Of course, one must also remember that, like the Apostle Paul, John Paul II was 
concerned to create domestic and Eucharistic communities that were attentive to the will 
of God and the needs of their neighbors.  For the late pontiff, the family, rooted in 




Mystical Body of Christ as an upbuilder, as a unit of palpable change.
1002
  These beautiful 
realities notwithstanding, and as established in the last chapter, if this post-Vatican II 
understanding of the Eucharistic family is to be valid, it must contend with the ambiguity 
and brokenness of the “on the ground” realities of familial life.  In daily toils, 
relationships are not so romantic and gender roles are not so well-defined—nor should 
they be.  The family is grounded not in an ontologically-ordained drive for marriage, but 
in the created reality of embodied relationality.  Human beings, stamped with the image 
of God, are created for community, and faith-filled community at that.  The family is 
merely an expression of that God-given drive, and marriage is merely one way of living 
out family.  Yet, so chosen, marriage and family sink their roots into the common 
Christian vocation of service and inclusion for the sake of the Gospel.  Marriage and 
family derive from the “one body” of believers that is the Church, and as both the 
previous chapter and the present chapter illustrate, the Church is surely not a body of 
perfection, but rather, an imperfect body held together in sacramental grace.       
Experiential and social-scientific awareness undergird all of the aforementioned 
claims, and they are thus prolegomena for a sound familial theology.  Such awareness 
acts as a helpful corrective to John Paul‟s oft-romantic account of family life.  Yet, if 
John Paul‟s thought is to be critically evaluated from a Christian standpoint, it must be 
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accountable to more than just reflection on experience and anthropology.  As briefly 
discussed in the last chapter, John Paul‟s thought must also speak to—and from—the 
accounts of revelation found in the Christian tradition.  In fact, Vatican II itself endorsed 
a return to Scriptural study in both spiritual formation and theological scholarship.  The 
Council understood the Word of God to be akin to the Eucharist as a revered source of 
strength and revelation for the body of the faithful.
 1003
   
In line with Conciliar wishes, this chapter will use the New Testament to draw 
Scriptural support for a Eucharistically-rooted domestic church.  It will look to the early 
Christian house churches of the Pauline and pseudo-Pauline epistles in order to both 
ground and challenge the claims of John Paul II and Vatican II; again, this chapter will 
take seriously Paul‟s enduring concern that all Christians gather as “one body” and 
around one common table.  The following discussion will draw from New Testament 
epistles for three reasons.  Firstly, they provide a literary glimpse into the founding and 
development of some of the earliest Christian communities.
1004
  Secondly, these epistles 
contain some of the earliest written accounts of the Eucharist.  Thirdly, they provide 
some of the New Testament‟s best and most explicit references to households, family, 
and gender.   
This chapter will assess the degree to which early Christian practice—in Pauline 
and pseudo-Pauline communities—can affirm the importance of the domestic church 
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model, its sacramental rootedness, and its mission of both worship and social 
transformation.  This chapter will look especially to gender as a helpful tool for drawing 
out these issues, with some attention also being paid to the by-no-means-unimportant 
issue of class.  In all, this chapter will show that, while the sacrament-centered domestic 
church was indeed at the heart of early Christian communities, these communities often 
challenged the boundaries of kinship and gender, creating an inclusive community of 
worship.  Yet, inclusive though they aimed to be, early Christian communities were also 
marked by power struggle, prejudice, and misogyny, sometimes spurred on by kinship-
loyalty itself.  As they are now, marriage and family were, in Ross‟s terminology, 
ambiguous moral and spiritual realities.  Their benefits to Christian life were, and are, 
found in the degree to which they embraced the mercy and inclusion of the Gospel.     
II. Archeology, Culture, and the New Testament World 
As L. Michael White affirms, the house-gathering was an essential feature of the 
Greco-Roman World in the first and second centuries.  As such, White further contends, 
it is only logical that biblical, archeological, and historical sources should confirm the 
importance of the house-meeting for early Christian organization and worship.
1005
  
Indeed, Paul himself greets the church at the “house” of Prisca and Aquila (Rom. 16:5).   
 For Greeks and Romans, it was common to gather in clubs of common interest.  
Such clubs would often celebrate a particular deity (e.g. Dionysius) and would even 
gather for a communal meal in a local residence.  Frequently, these gatherings would 
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celebrate the universal order, social status, or life transitions.
1006
  Another, somewhat 
related type of Greco-Roman gathering was the symposium, a meal-centered gathering of 
fellowship and intellectual inquiry.
1007
  Often, such clubs and meetings would rely on 
wealthy patrons, but they would sometimes bring together people of all social stations.  
While the symposia could tend toward elitist gatherings, both the field-laborer and the 
philosopher could gather for Dionysian fellowship.  Egalitarian possibilities 
notwithstanding, these meals would reinforce cultural gender types.  As Caroline Whelan 
explains, under revised first-century Roman law, women were able to inherit and control 
property as widows.  As such, they often used their inheritances to be social 
benefactresses for Roman social clubs.  Yet these women were rarely able to take part in 
the club themselves; these club-meetings were often male affairs.
1008
  Thus, affiliation 
with such clubs was socially important, but affiliation did not necessarily connote 
participation.  When patrons could be present at these club gatherings, it was customary 
for them to be in the role of host/presider.
1009
    
Yet another home-based practice was known to Jewish homes in the Greco-
Roman world.  Having roots in the Jewish Passover, it was traditional for Jewish 
households and their guests (1) to celebrate God‟s providence, care, and deliverance, and 
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(2) to do so with a ritual of thanksgiving.  Some ritual forms, such as the berakah, were 
meals of thanksgiving, involving bread and wine.  Other ritual forms, such as the todah, 
were meal-based rituals that conceived of the meal as a sacrificial thanks-offering.
1010
  In 
either form, these meals of thanks added to the milieu of Greco-Roman gatherings, ritual 
meals, and worship, and this milieu would surely have had some influence on all 
members of the Pauline communities, of both Jewish and Gentile backgrounds. 
Furthermore, the homes in which such gatherings transpired were often quite 
large.  It is important to note the features of these larger homes, as they provide 
archeological clues to the structure of first and second-century sociality and worship.  
Such homes featured a dining room, the triclinium, at which guests could recline.  If more 
space was needed, larger homes often featured a dining area that opened onto a portico.  
These homes could accommodate up to three hundred people.  Moreover, these homes 
were designed to celebrate the status of the host.  The open meeting spaces of the home 
meant that all could see the grandeur of the hosts‟ possessions.  Furthermore, elaborate 
homes, and the functions they hosted, could be easily seen from the street.  Accordingly, 
the hospitality and material fortune of the hosts could be seen publicly.  At Greco-Roman 
gatherings, status was an essential element.  In the triclinium sat the male host alongside 
the most notable male guests, while those of lower social rank occupied the more 
peripheral locations, that is, the further reaches of the main room, or perhaps a separate 
room altogether.  Women and children, if present, would often be in a more peripheral 
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III. Pauline Churches:  Ambivalent Freedom  
 This archeological, cultural, and ritual information provides an important context 
for understanding Paul‟s ministry.  For those who wished to create an infrastructure for 
Christianity, the house-gathering model was a readily-available resource.  As Carolyn 
Whelan notes, moving from (or creating) one house church after another, Paul was able 
to find outlets for evangelization.  The “domestic church” was a staple of Paul‟s 
ministry.
1012
  For instance, in Paul‟s first letter to the Corinthians, he references what he 
learned from “Chloe‟s people,” a curious phrase likely pointing to this woman, Chloe, 
and to those people who gathered under her patronage, roof, and/or ministry (1 Cor. 1: 
11).  Similarly, in the Letter to the Romans, Paul sends his thanks to Prisca and Aquila 
and to “all the churches of the Gentiles” (Rom. 16:4); the association of these two 
ministers with “churches” would lend credence to their place as house-church leaders 
who have aided Paul‟s own ministry.  Yet it is important to bear in mind that these 
domestic churches were not simply, or at all, nuclear units of family.  Rather, they were 
quite literally domicile worship spaces, gatherings of many believers under one roof.  As 
alluded to above, Paul repeatedly told the diverse members of these communities that, 
together, they form “Christ‟s body” (1 Cor. 12:27) and that they are “one in Christ Jesus” 
(Gal. 3:28).
1013
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Thus, these communities of house-worship were united not as members within a 
nuclear or legal family, but rather, as members of something even more intimate, namely, 
the body of the risen Lord.  Such membership constituted “domestic churches” as 
gatherings that were not only hosted by families, but also as new and iconoclastic kinds 
of “worship families,” ones that united many types of people around prayer.  That these 
communities were non-traditional requires only a re-examination of two preceding 
examples.  Chloe, a woman, was likely the head of a domestic church, a presider at 
worship, as well as a fellow worshipper.  To be both patroness and participant in a “club” 
went against Greco-Roman precedent.  Here, patroness status also implies that Chloe may 
have been living as a single, unmarried woman, another factor that was uncommon in 
Greco-Roman society, where the right ordering of society was dependent upon the ideal 
of the Roman father.  Such a man had a large family, which was run with inflexible 
authority, economic talent, and moral wisdom; women‟s traditional role was literally to 
reproduce this patriarchal order.
1014
  Furthermore, the patriarchal household was a 
microcosm of society; men must order the home just as politicians must order the city.
1015
   
Against this Roman backdrop, communities like Chloe‟s would seem to be neither rooted 
in the nuclear family, nor were they bound by mores of family or gender.   
These Christian communities were not only open to the headship of women, but 
they were also radically inclusive of multiple ethnicities and classes.  While Roman clubs 
would unite participants irrespective of status, the Christian communities saw their 
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equality as a way of life.  Returning to Paul‟s Letter to the Galatians, one sees that he 
reminds them of what is likely an already-known baptismal creed:  “There is neither Jew 
nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free person, there is not male and female; for you are 
all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28).  Such equality was a violation of Roman social and 
household order.  Communities like Chloe‟s, then, stood in violation of not only familial 
mores, but also those of social status.      
 Indeed, unlike their pagan counterparts, the surprisingly inclusive Christian 
house-gatherings welcomed both men and women—in patronage, leadership, and 
worship.  As Elizabeth Castelli explains, Romans 16 serves as ample evidence for both 
the participation of women and the existence of early house churches.  Again, in Romans 
16:3-5, the female Prisca is named before the male Aquila, and she is quite probably a 
hostess of one of the “churches of the Gentiles” (Rom. 16:4).  Similarly, Phoebe is noted 
as a “minister” or “patron” in the house of Cencrae (Rom. 16:1).  Romans 16:7 even 
names Junia, who is an “apostle.”  In fact, as Peter Lampe observes, women are a 
minority of those mentioned in Romans 16, yet they comprise a majority of those who are 
described as ministers.  Clearly, regarding gender, the worship and practice of Christian 
house churches were iconoclastic in the Roman world.
1016
  
What did this worship look like?  Here, the practices of baptism, communal 
prayer/reading, and Eucharist will be discussed; however, as Paul Bradshaw carefully 
notes, contemporary scholarship cannot be too certain as to the exact practices of early 
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Christian communities. Any literary attestation that exists, whether it be Paul‟s letters, the 
Acts of the Apostles, or the letters of Peter, is merely the attestation of one author, and 
may or may not reflect the regular practices of a community.  Moreover, even if a 
particular source accurately captures a particular community‟s practice, one cannot 
assume that this practice was shared by other early Christian communities.
1017
   
Nevertheless, an examination of Pauline and pseudo-Pauline epistles can at least 
lend a sense of what Paul and his followers were teaching the communities under their 
care.  For instance, we know that baptism was an important feature of Paul‟s ministry and 
churches.  Perhaps this tradition of baptism came from the ministry of Jesus himself, 
perhaps from that of John that Baptist, or perhaps it derived from the Jewish traditions of 
ablution and ritual purification.
1018
  However it arrived in early Christianity, baptism had 
pluriform meaning for early Christians.  For instance, it is likely that the preaching of 
being “one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28) was part of a Pauline baptismal declaration.  
Drawing upon Romans 6, Bradshaw explains that “in Paul‟s theology the primary 
[baptismal] image was union with Christ through participation in his death and 
resurrection.”
1019
  For some later, pseudo-Pauline writers, it would seem that a baptismal 
theology of a “birth to new life” (Titus 3:5-7) was dominant, though such a theology 
certainly follows on the heels of Paul‟s own thinking.  In each case, this baptism, or 
sharing in Christ‟s new life, incorporated believers (as mentioned above) into one body, a 
new body, in Christ.   
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In addition to these initiatory practices, one must also attempt to look at the 
regular worship practices of Pauline communities.  It would seem likely that, following 
Jewish tradition, early Christians placed a strong emphasis on group prayer, on the 
proclamation of Scripture (often the Law and the Prophets), and on the saying or chanting 
(known as “cantillation”) of these Scriptures or other set prayers.
1020
  Some New 
Testament passages, such as 1 Timothy 3:16, seem to evidence these formulaic and 
hymnic elements.  Such modes of worship would also lend themselves to (1) small-
community liturgy in domestic churches and (2) the role of the host as presider over 
Scripture proclamation and/or cantillation.    
One especially sacred form of group prayer was the Lord‟s Supper.  Paul gives an 
early and striking account of this communal ritual in his first letter to the Corinthians:  
For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus, on 
the night he was handed over, took bread, and, after he had given thanks, broke it 
and said, "This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me."  In the 
same way also the cup, after supper, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my 
blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me."  For as often as 
you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the death of the Lord until he 
comes.  Therefore whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord 
unworthily will have to answer for the body and blood of the Lord (1 Cor. 11:23-
27). 
 
Here, Paul encouraged his communities to celebrate a ritual meal involving bread and 
wine, to be done in memory of the death of Christ.  Yet Paul also notes that the memorial 
liturgy is not an end in itself; it has eschatological and ethical significance.  The memorial 
of the Lord is to be celebrated in light of not only his death, but also of his impending 
return and the fullness of life that he will bring with him.  This fullness of life was begun 
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at baptism, and just as baptism is a sharing in the death and new life of Christ, so is the 
Lord‟s Supper a celebration of the death and new life of the One who will return.  
Christians are to participate in the new life of Christ through living out the oneness of 
baptism.  As alluded to earlier, such oneness constitutes believers as the very body of 
Christ, and thus, this oneness is the life of Christ itself.  Christian life, then, involves a 
“love” (1 Cor. 13) that seeks to mend “division in the body” (of Christ) by each of the 
members showing “the same concern for one another” (1 Cor. 12:25).   
 While one cannot know the prevalence and frequency of the Lord‟s Supper in 
these communities, one can say that Paul considered it to be an important and authentic 
expression of Christian life and belief.
1021
  If this meal was a part of these communities, 
one can conclude that the meal involved the bread and wine that Paul himself mentions, 
and that the bread and wine were associated with the presence of Christ, the unity of the 
gathered community, and an offering of thanks to God.   Because meals of religious 
communion had Jewish and Greco-Roman precedents, two more tentative conclusions 
are possible:  (1) the Lord‟s Supper was likely to be headed by the patron of the domestic 
church and (2) these ritual meals may have seen themselves in line with the Jewish 
berakah or todah.
1022
  These Jewish liturgies, previously mentioned, were specifically 
associated with meals that recalled God‟s blessing (perhaps with hymnody), giving 
thanks for God‟s sustenance, communing through shared bread, and joyfully accepting 
and living out dependent lives under God.
1023
  The todah even included a sacrifice proper, 
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as a way of offering thanks.  Christian enactments of the Lord‟s Supper, emphasizing 
gratitude for God‟s graces, communion in the death of Christ, and eschatological hope 
that expresses itself in love, may have been shaped by these Jewish liturgies.  The early 
Christians‟ very use of the word “Eucharist” (“thanksgiving”) to connote the Lord‟s 
Supper might betray its alignment with other liturgical meals of gratitude.  What is 
unclear, however, is that Christian meals utilized sacrifice imagery.  While the Last 
Supper took place within with the context of Passover, imagery of the paschal sacrifice is 
nowhere to be found in the Eucharistic liturgies of these early Christian communities.
1024
    
While it may or may not have been sacrificial in nature, Christian worship in the 
first hundred years after Christ was likely marked by household-sponsored communal 
gatherings, the communal chanting/hearing of Scripture or other standardized prayers, 
and a liturgical meal of thanksgiving.  All of these elements—gathering, proclamation, 
chanting, and Eucharist—were also likely to be marked by apostolic teaching and 
charismatic healing, prophecy, and praise.  Such charismatic worship will be more fully 
discussed over the course of the following pages.   
In light of the host-status of women in these communities, and in light of their 
professed “oneness” in Christ, people like Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza wish to label the 
worship of these domestic churches as “egalitarian,” yet such would be an 
overstatement.
1025
  1 Corinthians 11:17-34 clearly attests to house church inequalities.  
While in smaller, less affluent Christian house churches, gatherings may have included 
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all genders, classes, and ages at a common table, such was not the case in the larger 
community at Corinth.  As a potentially sizable community in a large city, the 
Corinthians were likely well-steeped in Roman social mores, which would only be 
exacerbated by space limitations at their gatherings.  Osiek and Balch explain that, 
following traditional Roman custom, wealthy Corinthians were likely gathered in the 
triclinium for “first tables” before the poorer classes could join them for “second tables,” 
in this case, the ritual meal.  Once less well-off guests had arrived, they were not only 
hungry (much food had already been consumed), but they were also at a disadvantage for 
the Lord‟s Supper.  As such, in 1 Corinthians 11:21, Paul laments that “one goes hungry 
while another gets drunk.”  These class distinctions likely exaggerated gender 
distinctions.  Honored guests would be closest to the presider, while poorer classes and/or 
women may have been straining to follow the liturgy from a distance (in the 
courtyard).
1026
   
Thus, in Pauline house churches, architectural and social norms of prestige, class, 
and gender influenced Christian practice.   Of course, many of these domestic churches 
were likely small, and their configuration certainly depended upon their location within 
the wider Roman world.  As White notes, the grand ethos of large Roman villas or Greek 
peristyles was not to be found in smaller apartments of the Hellenistic world.
1027
  Again, 
it is possible that the abuses seen in the Corinthian community would have been 
mitigated in a less affluent community.          
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In 1 Cor. 11:30, Paul encourages the Corinthians to “wait for one another.”   Such 
a practice might have helped with class distinctions, but it would by no means guarantee 
that traditional gender divisions did not transpire.  Yet these liturgical divisions may have 
encoded within them fairly gender-liberating liturgical practices.  If women were not 
present at the “main” table with the “main” presider, they may well have had a female 
presider in their own “camp” of households like those in Corinth.
1028
  This would seem to 
confirm the ministerial references given to people like Phoebe, Prisca, and Junia in 
Romans 16.  Ultimately, though, what social history reveals is that Pauline house-church 
worship, if in any way influenced by wider cultural custom, was likely a community 
whose practices were ambivalent regarding the equal status of all present.  While the 
Christians who gathered at, sponsored, and led worship were proceeding according to 
some iconoclastic mores, they were still hampered by Greco-Roman biases.   Domestic 
churches both challenged and upheld gender binaries and classism.   
Looking to Paul‟s own thought, one also finds a deep ambivalence with regard to 
household, gender, or social equality.  In his First Letter to the Thessalonians, Paul urged 
his flock to remain chaste for the sake of right household economy; each man must 
righteously acquire his own (female) “vessel” (1 Thess. 4:3-6).
1029
  On the other hand, in 
Paul‟s First Letter to the Corinthians (7:2-6), he did not couch husband-wife relations in 
terms of public economy.  Rather, he exhibited a rather un-Roman concern with sexual 
mutuality:  Both husband and wife should mutually allow for sexual interchange.  Here, 
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Paul wished to limit disordered passion within the community.
1030
  He was more 
concerned with order than with the promotion of celibacy.   
In 1 Corinthians 7:8-9, Paul told the congregation that “it is better to marry than 
to be on fire.”  However, he also assured them that renunciation provided for a godly life, 
free of distractions, for those who possessed the gift of continence (1 Cor.7:32-34).  Here, 
Paul showed that it is not sex, but passion, that disrupts the pure life.  For Paul, marriage 
was not incompatible with living the Christian life, yet sexual renunciation allowed one 
to be free of household concerns.  This included freedom from sexual duties and child 
rearing.
1031
  While it would seem that Paul‟s counsel against marriage would be to the 
detriment of the domestic church unit, one must keep in mind that, as mentioned earlier, 
these communities were not necessarily built around a family united in Roman law and 
custom, but rather, a spiritual community that saw itself united in Christ.  Again, the 
possibility of supporting celibacy would allow some individuals—especially women—to 
be free from the Roman social, economic, and political order, and free for a life of 
worship and service.   
Of note, Paul did not urge celibacy on everyone, but only on those who had the 
gift (1 Cor. 7:7).  Otherwise, Paul believed that marriage should be sustained.  In so 
doing, Paul also supported the believing household as a stable structure within Greco-
Roman Christianity.  Paul could use this structure to disseminate his teachings in an 
orderly way.  Also, with the household intact, well-to-do Roman families could continue 
their place in society while still professing Christian faith.  Paul needed these families to 
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support his mission.  Yet, Paul defended marriage not as a central means of Christian 
evangelization, but, again, as a means of controlling lust.  He saw a “better” way in those 
who had the gift of continence.  Paul did not entertain the possibility that sex, though 
disorderly, could add warmth to a marriage.
1032
  Paul‟s own bias, though, opened the door 
to those who wished to break out of traditional household structures.   
 Thus, from Paul‟s letters emerge an uneasy coexistence between sexual 
renunciation and the household.  The family model of Christian gathering encouraged 
heads of households to take charge of their house-churches, providing moral education, 
liturgical headship, and financial support.  These household heads could be men or 
women (in the case of widows); however, such household heads likely competed for 
authority with non-traditional, charismatic leaders, both male and female.
1033
  Paul 
himself seems to acknowledge these competing models of leadership.  In 1 Corinthians 
16:15-16, he encouraged followers of charismatic leaders to pay more heed to patrons, on 
whom they depend, that is, Paul told the adherents of the itinerant “Apollos” that they 
should “be subordinate” to “the household of Stephanas” (1 Cor. 16:12-16).  Because 
charismatic leaders (like Paul himself) needed patronage, it is likely that they did not 
have families of their own.  This means that charismatic leaders were sexual ascetics as 
well as spiritual virtuosi.  Therefore, charismatic leaders would have clashed with 
household leaders because of (1) their opposing authority and (2) their opposing sexual 
lifestyle.  Nonetheless, it would seem that Paul believed that both householders and 
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charismatics were necessary parts of the diverse believing community—a community of 
domestic churches.  Furthermore, it is noteworthy that being open to the leadership of 
those without families or monetary resources would further open Christian leadership and 
participation to those who were outside the Roman ideals of affluence, political power, 
and patriarchy.   
At this point, an important question emerges:  How did such charismatic 
leadership work?  Again, Paul believed that all Christians comprised the “body of Christ” 
on earth (1 Cor. 12:12-30).  In this body, there were many gifts, including, wisdom, 
healing, and prophecy (1 Cor. 4-10).
1034
  These gifts were products of the Holy Spirit; 
they were not simply human invention.  For this reason, Paul was reticent to confine the 
use of the Spirit‟s gifts to householders only.  He saw the Holy Spirit as a leveling agent.  
In his Letter to the Galatians, Paul wrote, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is 
neither slave nor free person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus” (Gal. 3:28).  For Paul, then, life in Christian community overturned the traditional 
roles of the Roman household.  Women, and others without family headship, could lead, 
preach, teach, and heal.
1035
  Such ministry likely included that of the Lord‟s Supper.     
Aware that Christ and the Spirit redefined the social order of his churches, Paul 
broke with Greco-Roman mores and embraced women as leaders.  Some were 
householders; some simply engaged in Spirit-filled ministry.  Returning to Romans 16, 
one sees that Paul references Phoebe, a minister serving the church at Cencrae (Rom. 
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16:1).  As Whelan notes, Rom. 16:1 is best understood as calling Phoebe a “patron.”  
Moreover, Phoebe is introduced in a manner befitting someone of great social status.
1036
  
Surely, then, Paul is relying upon Phoebe for economic and social support, and he is 
supporting her own work in turn.  Paul seems to have had no qualms recognizing a 
woman as a householder or as his superior and fellow minister.   
While briefly discussed earlier in this chapter, it is worth looking again at the 
other greetings contained within Romans 16.  Paul also thanked Mary “who has worked 
hard among you” (16:12), the “beloved” Persis (16:12), Julia, and Nereus‟s sister (16:15).  
Stated earlier, Romans 16:7 also names Junia an “apostle.”  Here, one should note that, 
despite attempts to call this person by the masculine “Iunianus,” there is no historical 
testimony for this name in the Roman world.  Junia, as Paul himself addressed her, was 
likely to be a woman.
1037
  These women were both proselytizers and administrators, 
which may have given them headship at Christian prayer and headship at the Eucharistic 
meal; these women, too, could possess leadership in the body of Christ.       
Of course, Paul‟s references to men and women making up the “body of Christ” 
were not necessarily as groundbreaking as they might seem.  This reference was unique 
because Paul saw the community as constituting the earthly presence of the crucified and 
risen Jesus, as opposed to an ethereal Roman god.  Yet the notion that a group‟s members 
make up “the body” was common in Greco-Roman thought.  In the Spirit, Paul allowed 
all members to contribute to the one body, but each had different roles after the Holy 
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Spirit.  This allowed church members to experience role differentiation and hierarchy in 
much the same way as any other social group or club in the Roman world.
1038
  This 
contextualization reinforces Paul‟s bipolar ecclesiology.  He depended on the support and 
order of the household system, yet he wished to leave room for the charismatic working 
of the Spirit.  
Paul‟s vacillation over order/freedom is also evident in 1 Corinthians 11:5-6.  
Paul encouraged women to cover their heads during prophecy; by contrast, Paul insisted 
that men must not cover their heads, lest they bring shame upon themselves.
1039
  This 
shows Paul‟s desires for clear gender distinctions.  Likewise, in Romans 1:18-32, Paul 
linked homosexuality with a violation of gender boundaries.  Homosexual persons 
“exchanged natural relations for unnatural” (Rom. 1:26).  Lastly, despite references to 
sexual mutuality, Paul stated that a husband is “head of his wife” in 1 Corinthians 11:3.  
Despite the freedom granted by the Holy Spirit, then, Paul did uphold certain gender 
norms.
1040
   
      Conversely, in Galatians 3:28, Paul affirmed that there was no woman or man in 
Jesus Christ.  Moreover, Paul denied the need for women (or men) to enter into the age-
old cycle of child-rearing.  Such blurred gender distinctions trumped the Roman 
conception of the “natural order.”
1041
  As exemplified in Paul‟s honorific salutation of his 
female associates (Phoebe, Junia, etc.), Paul‟s egalitarian vision was saturated with 
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transformative potential for gender, class, worship, and ministry.
1042
  However, Paul‟s 
statements about the submission of women, wives, and slaves would seem to mar the 
egalitarian message of Galatians 3:28.  As Doug Heidebrecht notes, Paul does not negate 
the fact that, in Christ, one is still Jew or Greek, women or man.  Also, mentioned earlier, 
Paul does not say that all are the same parts of one body, but rather, that all are different 
parts of one body.  Thus, while Schüssler Fiorenza would argue that the above baptismal 
declarations of 1 Corinthians 12 and Galatians 3:28 are signs of an equal community, 
Heidebrecht believes that such communities had a level of egalitarianism, but this 
egalitarianism distinguished function from status.
1043
  In Christ, distinctions were of no 
account, yet, as community, believers still related to one another in and through distinct 
roles.  Despite Paul‟s own gender-liberating recognition of women‟s leadership, ethnic 
and economic inclusivity, and celibacy, it would appear that Pauline house churches were 
mired in a confusing interplay of traditional social functions and potentially egalitarian 
theologies. 
IV. Pseudo-Pauline Churches:  Ordering Freedom 
Paul‟s indecision regarding the role of gender and class was not just a part of his 
personal struggles; rather, it was also part of his legacy.  Later communities, writing 
pseudepigraphically under the name of Paul himself, attempted to create greater certitude 
in these areas by synthesizing the “body of Christ” image with that of marriage.  As such, 
the household and its order become a symbol for the believing community.  Such a 
                                                 
1042
 Castelli 230.   
1043
 Schüssler Fiorenza, “Missionaries, Apostles, Coworkers,” 420-33; Doug Heidebrecht, “Distinction and 




theology helped to set Christians apart from society by using accepted social 
conventions.
1044
  For, example, the author of the Letter to the Ephesians uses a fictional 
Pauline self-reference in order to argue for traditional social mores.  Using Pauline 
imagery of the church as the “bride of Christ” (from 2 Cor.), Ephesians argues that 
husbands and wives are meant to conform to the image of Christ and the Church.  
Ephesians 5:24 offers that, if the church is “subordinate” to Christ, and the church is the 
bride of Christ, it follows that men and women live out their vocations by imaging this 
relationship.  Men are the head of their wives just as Christ is head of the church.
1045
  
This association of the male householder with Christ has ramifications for class as well.  
Slaves are told to “be obedient to your human masters with fear and trembling, in 
sincerity of heart, as to Christ...” (Eph. 6:5).  Thus, what was a Pauline metaphor has 
become a pseudo-Pauline ontological claim.  By referencing a Pauline image, the pseudo-
Pauline author claims legitimacy for his argument; his desire to see social conformity 
within the church becomes his theological hermeneutic.   
The pseudo-Pauline “pastoral” epistles to Timothy and Titus also reveal a male-
centered, ordered hierarchy.
1046
  The order was as follows:  At the top of this hierarchy 
was the bishop (episkospos), chosen from among the elders (presbyteroi).  Deacons 
(diakonoi) were the ministerial agents of bishops and elders.
1047
  These offices were to be 
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filled with men who were married, but not married more than once (Titus 1:5-6).
1048
  As 
noted in the Letter to Timothy, these men must show themselves to be good household 
managers, “for if a man does not know how to manage his own household, how can he 
take care of the church of God?” (1 Tim. 3:5).  Women‟s place in this “household of 
God” (1 Tim. 3:15) is essentially to enable the headship of men; they “will be saved 
through childbearing” (1 Tim. 2:15).  Therefore, the “pastorals” reveal a clear 
Romanization of the Christian ministry; order within the church was related to those 
male-dominated familial structures that ordered society at large.  Christian marriage, like 
Roman marriage, was a model of society in microcosm.
1049
   
1 Timothy 5:3-16 was also clear to limit the number of widows who can depend 
on the church for financial support; only widows without families can claim church 
sponsorship.  Furthermore, the author of 1 Timothy expressed concern with the behavior 
of younger widows, finding them unruly.  Such widows were led astray by their sexual 
urges and their love of gossip (1 Tim. 5:11, 13).  Therefore, the epistle declared that 
ministering widows should be over sixty years old, devoted to serving the community 
through a life of celibate ministry.  1 Timothy 14 therefore encouraged young widows to 
remarry, binding them “safely” to the patriarchal world of household duties.  Such was 
certainly an effective means of securing hierarchical, male-centered leadership in the 
churches.
1050
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Thus, the pseudo-Pauline letters presented a bias toward traditional Greco-
Roman, gender, and class-differentiated duties.  Nevertheless, they did not admonish 
Christians to follow these duties on account of social custom; rather, Christians were to 
heed these distinctions on account of the role-differentiating will of Christ.
1051
  Evidence 
of a more egalitarian Christian ethic was still present, though.  The Letter to the 
Colossians directly addressed subordinate groups (women and slaves).  Roman authors 
would not have addressed these groups directly.
1052
   
Interestingly, these pseudo-Pauline letters may betray the existence of the realities 
they abhor.  At the end of the first century, it was still likely that some of the elders and 
deacons were women and/or slaves.  The pseudo-Pauline Letter to Philemon, for 
example, intercedes on behalf of a man who may have been both a slave and a Christian 
leader.  Additionally, one can assume that patrons such as Phoebe would have been slow 
to give up their influence in Christian life and worship.  As such, the Letter to Timothy 
may have been combating the presence of charismatic, celibate, female, or socially 
undesirable leaders when it attempted to silence women (1 Tim. 2:11-13) and to condemn 
false teachers (1 Tim. 6:3-5).
1053
   Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza further notes that the 
repeated order for husbands to “love” their wives in Ephesians 5 is, in fact, a testimony to 
the egalitarianism that existed beneath surface of these androcentric texts.
1054
   
Despite their misogynistic and classist tendencies, then, there were still egalitarian 
overtures in the pseudo-Pauline letters.  Their authors understood themselves to be in 
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accord with the ecumenical flavor of Pauline thought.  Paul himself urged that both 
gentiles and Jews be welcomed to the church.  No obstacle was to be placed before “Jews 
and Greeks and God‟s assembly” (1 Cor. 20:32).  Paul‟s later followers, then, used 
Greco-Roman household order as a way to make their worship appeal to society at large.  
They understood the joining of diverse groups to be part of God‟s plan.  In the Letter to 
the Ephesians, this phenomenon of creating God‟s diverse household was called “the 
fullness of times, to sum up all things in Christ, in heaven and on earth” (Eph. 1:10).
1055
  
Furthermore, the Romanization of church order served to curb complaints from 
traditional pagans. The most typical slander used against new cults was to accuse them of 
disrupting household order, that is, the building block of the social order.
1056
   
Notwithstanding a tension between the dominance of Roman order and 
emancipatory praxis in early Christian communities, it would seem that much of this 
tension was confined to the issue of leadership in worship/governance.  Yet all of these 
communities welcomed believers, men and women, of diverse ethnicities, ages, and 
social standings.  Furthermore, all of these communities were concerned with creating a 
moral community, even if their ethical lenses were colored by Roman custom.   Of 
particular note is that group worship was to be done in a manner consistent with Christian 
love.  As Paul told the Corinthians, love is “kind”; love is not “inflated” nor does it “seek 
its own interests” (1 Cor. 13:4-5).  Such love cannot result in the exclusion of the poor.  
As seen earlier, Paul admonished the Corinthians that they “are Christ's body” and all of 
the body‟s parts—including those that are “weak” or “less honorable”—are to be 
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honored:  “…if (one) part suffers, all the parts suffer with it…” (1 Cor. 12:23-27).  Thus, 
for a community to celebrate the Lord‟s Supper in a manner that creates division is to 
corrupt the meaning of that sacred prayer: “anyone who eats and drinks without 
discerning the body, eats and drinks judgment on himself” (1 Cor. 11:29).  Paul 
concludes, “Therefore, my brothers, when you come together to eat, wait for one another.  
If anyone is hungry, he should eat at home, so that your meetings may not result in 
judgment” (1 Cor. 11:33-34).   
The gatherings of early Christian communities, then, were not only socially 
transformative on account of whom they gathered, but they were also socially 
transformative in the ethical strictures placed upon the already inclusive community.  
Even if the Lord‟s Supper was a thanksgiving that united man and woman, rich and poor, 
it would be “of no account” if the believing community did not live out this ecumenism 
in the care and justice of their daily relationships.  Of course, Paul does not tell the rich to 
give their food to the poor, but rather, he tells them not to make the social relations of 
their worship unjust.  This distinction mirrors Heidebrecht‟s observation.  Distinctions of 
gender and class do remain in the Pauline and pseudo-Pauline communities, but they are 
nevertheless distinctions that are to be lived out with a measure of justice, equality, and 
prayerful inclusion.       
In all, one can still discern a palpable ecumenism, unity, and social-reordering 
(however subtle) within the Pauline and pseudo-Pauline communities.  Seen above, 
Paul‟s Letter to the Galatians calls for unity in Christ, across genders and stations.
1057
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Furthermore, Paul‟s First Letter to the Corinthians chastises that community for 
celebrating the Lord‟s Supper in the midst of greed, class bias, and communal division; 
conversely, Paul urges the Corinthians to love one another on account of their varied 
gifts.
1058
  Therefore, while in some of his writings Paul affirms the subordination of 
women or slaves, other Pauline writings recognize that such subordination is divisive and 
agency-denying.  Indeed, the subordination of any one Christian to another would seem 
to contradict Paul‟s own desire for a Christian community that shares many gifts, but one 
ecclesial body, in Christ Jesus.  Again, this unity is embodied in the Lord‟s Supper.  
While Paul and his followers may vacillate about issues of class and gender, teachings 
about union in Christ provide far less ambiguity.     
Indeed, notwithstanding the aforementioned tensions, Pauline and pseudo-Pauline 
texts reveal eclectic Christian assemblies.  At their shared ritual-meals, men, women, 
children, and slaves of varied ethnicity gathered together according to the will of God.  In 
this worship, not only could the traditionally disenfranchised participate, but they could 
also assume communal and liturgical leadership.  Special ministries were even available 
to celibates and widows, including the deaconate and patronage.  Granting such agency to 
those outside of the traditional Greco-Roman family and class structures was surely 
iconoclastic, and thus, these house churches embodied and catalyzed structural change.  
The private homes of early Christianity also possessed a social mission.   
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V. Revisiting John Paul II‟s “Domestic Church”:  
     Constructing a Eucharistic Spirituality 
Early Christian house churches can provide needed guidance for family 
spirituality today.  Conceived of as a “domestic church,” the contemporary family can see 
itself as a continuation of a long Christian tradition of home-based worship.  In ancient 
Christian communities, the home was an essential part of the Church‟s liturgical life, as 
well as a catalyst for social change.  Likewise, contemporary family worship should 
include gathering at the altar for the Lord‟s Supper, but it also involves ensuring that 
Eucharistic worship is socially transformative.   These formative and transformative 
elements of long-standing Christian worship and praxis confirm the sacramental and 
familial claims of John Paul II.    
As seen above, early Christian communities also negotiated prejudice and 
persecution, as well as internal divisions regarding the validity of traditional Greco-
Roman gender and class distinctions.  Scriptural examples thus help to challenge 
contemporary families to persist in the face of communal division, and to gather as 
community even if they push the boundaries of “conventional order.”  In this way, the 
bible helps not only to buttress, but also to sober some of the lofty ideals that John Paul II 
accords to the family.   
In demarcating the family as a unit of church, John Paul II draws upon Lumen 
Gentium as well as the biblical precedent of small Christian house churches.  Moreover, 
John Paul II notes that the Eucharist perennially calls the family—and all the laity—to 




the hunger and thirst for justice.”
1059
  The family‟s mission, then, is found in both 
sacramental participation and social transformation.
1060
  Seen in the last chapter, as a 
sacramentally formed evangelical unit of sanctifying relationships, the family is truly a 
“domestic church.”
1061
  For John Paul, marriage—the (highly contested) building block 
of the “domestic church”—is an incipient unit of divine and self-giving love, yet it 
experiences this love through male and female complementarity.  Women have equal 
dignity with men, but such dignity requires a defense of women‟s God-given task to rear 
children and order the domestic sphere.
1062
  Such a vision relegates the husband to the 
role of family provider, defender, and ambassador.  This well-ordered family is “„the first 
and vital cell of society.‟”
1063
   
In his concern for holiness and apostolicity, John Paul II considers this well-
ordered family to be well-disposed for “the ecclesial mission proper to the family and its 
responsibility for the building of a more just society.”
1064
  Yet John Paul contrasts this 
ideal family to those families which experience  
a disturbing degradation of some fundamental values: a mistaken theoretical and 
practical concept of the independence of the spouses in relation to each other; 
serious misconceptions regarding the relationship of authority between parents 
and children; the concrete difficulties that the family itself experiences in the 
transmission of values; the growing number of divorces; the scourge of abortion; 
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Likewise hampered in apostolicity are families that “lack both the means necessary for 
survival, such as food, work, housing and medicine, and the most elementary 
freedoms.”
1066
  Thus, for John Paul II, there would seem to be a contrast between the 
missionary potential of the ideal, self-giving, procreative, gender-differentiated family 
and the lamentable family fraught with fracture and disorder—whether through 
separation or economic hardship.  While John Paul surely believes that the ideal and 
ordered family has the responsibility to reach out to those less fortunate, he seems to have 
drawn a false dichotomy between the well-ordered family, which can be an example for 
and of service to the world, and the family in need, which must be “loved and served,” 
comforted in its prayerful suffering with hope in the Cross.
1067
     
Especially looking to what Cloutier would call the “brokenness” of Pauline and 
pseudo-Pauline communities, it is reasonable to ask if a call to Christian mission might 
be inclusive of imperfection, disadvantage, and/or suffering.  Indeed, beyond simply 
weathering discord, it would seem that the first-century Christian message also 
challenged prevailing Greco-Roman ideologies of family, class, and gender, welcomed 
those who were on the margins, and helped to bring unity to familial and societal 
divisions.  Learning from early Christian practice, the contemporary family can not only 
weather, but also overcome, internal and societal challenges—including single-parent 
homes, divorce, and economic hardship.  Moreover, having traversed many family 
configurations throughout the preceding chapters, “family” can take many forms, just as 
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early domestic churches were not confined by Roman conceptions of the ideal family.  
Thus, families that depart from conventional order—sexual, gendered, or economic—not 
only find support and healing in the Church, but also find purpose and mission despite 
their unconventional configurations or hardships.  The endurance of Christian mission 
throughout diverse social constitutions is what Cahill calls the biblical “family of faith.”  
Looking to the biblical and historical roots of Christianity helps to affirm that, 
from earliest times, Christians were called to worship and service just as they were, not 
because of their perfection or right ordering.  In Paul‟s communities, all worshippers 
were invited to hear/pray the Word of God, and all persons were invited to gather as one 
for the Lord‟s Supper; both the Word and the Eucharist required them to create a more 
just Church as well as a re-ordered social world.  Thus, the domestic church model 
presents the tasks of both worship and service to all persons.  Right ordering, on this 
model, is a function of the Spirit, Who forms domestic churches out of many kinds of 
building blocks, for the sake of boundary-breaking and socially-upbuilding Eucharistic 
life.  On such a model, nearly two millennia old, the domestic church is a unit of prayer 
and service that defies genetics, gender, race, and class.  It is a place not of gender 
complementarity, but rather, of Spirit-determined and sociologically-diverse relationality.  
The Spirit does not chastise for what believers lack, but rather, it unites believers to the 
work of God in and through their diversity.  Such a union of unique selves—both within 
and outside of nuclear bonds—challenges John Paul‟s lofty ideals of family configuration 
and service as well as his ideal of self-giving.  Familial self-giving is not the denial of 




diverse community.  Galatians 3:28, then, would seem to be a maxim for prayer, for 
communion, and for praxis.   
It would even seem that some of John Paul‟s thought accords with the Pauline 
belief in the equality of the Spirit and the democratization of the gifts of teaching and 
ministry.  As such, John Paul looks to the home as a place for laity to exercise their 
baptismal “priesthood” through educating their children, leading them in prayer, and even 
encouraging family rosaries.
1068
  This priestly function of parents and of the domestic 
Church—sanctioned by Vatican II as well as John Paul II—is a sharing in the “priestly 
mission” of the wider Church, by which Christ continually offers himself in the Eucharist 
for the salvation of souls.
1069
  Yet, as with early domestic churches, boundary-breaking 
community and care must overflow into a concern for justice in the lives of those outside 




This familial pursuit of justice—breaking down barriers of race, class, and gender 
in and through the “domestic Church”—is surely an outgrowth of the “oneness” of the 
“body” of believers.  As St. Paul attests, this oneness derives from baptism in Christ and 
through the communion of the Lord‟s Supper.  Both baptism and Eucharist require not 
only the inclusive gathering of community, but also the just and more equal ordering of 
social relations.  What constitutes the Church also reconstitutes society.  Just as early 
house churches were once the corporate element of Christianity, so the contemporary 
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family‟s visible witness is a true manifestation of the public Church today.  Whenever 
domestic communities pursue a more just order within culture and society, surely there is 
the Church, and surely there is true worship.  John Paul II echoes these ideas when he 
notes that it is through the Eucharist that the faithful abide in Christ and Christ in the 
faithful.  This mutual abiding “confirms the Church in her unity as the body of Christ” 
and strengthens the Church in evangelization.
1071
  This evangelization, drawn from 
abiding in Christ, is the mission of the domestic Church as well.  Yet, like the urgings of 
Griffith, Ross, Andolsen, and Coakley, Pauline and even pseudo-Pauline practices 
challenge John Paul II to understand that Christian example, mission, and ministry are 
not limited to any one notion of gender, partnership, family, or social status.  The Lord‟s 
Supper is to embody the Spirit-filled gathering, union, and sending-forth of all parts of 
the Body of Christ.  Buttressing yet also challenging the message of John Paul II, New 
Testament epistolary sources offer constructive tools for a holistic vision of the domestic 
church.  This kind of family is Eucharistically grounded, allowing its worship of God to 
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A Eucharistic Spirituality for the Domestic Church 
I. This Project‟s Hopes  
In this final chapter, I will argue that a revised understanding of Familiaris 
Consortio, Christifideles Laici, and Ecclesia de Eucharistia allows for a reliable, 
historically-justified family spirituality.  As history has shown, families have always been 
spiritual agents in society.  Vatican II and its attendant theologies have heeded these 
“signs of the times,” upholding the family as a rightful agent of prayerful formation and 
transformation.  Thus, faithful to the experiences of history and the historical trajectory of 
the Church‟s teaching, John Paul II is correct to envision the family‟s true purpose as 
being Eucharistically united in Christ and mediating Christ to others in and through the 
body of the faithful.  Again, in light of social-scientific study, theological critique, and 
biblical resources, John Paul‟s somewhat idealized and gendered vision must be tempered 
with other notions.  The family must adopt a wider sacramentality that can account for 
more fluid gender roles, overcome communal divisions, and account for the “messiness” 
of ordinary life.  Yet, incorporating these modifications, a revised understanding of John 
Paul II‟s work can provide a tradition-informed, socially-sensitive, and life-giving vision 
of the family‟s Eucharistic mission.  
 Such a vision has important implications for the American context.  For a family 
in the United States, the Eucharist is not, and has never been, strictly private or 
devotional; rather, the Eucharist is capable of forming the family through the practices of 




agency-upholding, and justice-building.  In all, this dissertation challenges the U.S. 
Catholic family to “become what it receives” in the adoration and reception of the all-
transforming Body of Christ.  The family can rightly be considered a domestic church 
precisely because it shares in the Eucharistic mission of the Universal Church.  
Furthermore, just as the family is to draw nourishment from the Body and Blood of 
Christ, it is also to provide spiritual food to others through loving service.  A “become 
what you receive” spirituality is also a “become what you receive” ethic.   
As of yet, this project has not fully addressed what its proposed spirituality/ethic 
would look like “on the ground” for the contemporary family.  In fact, this absence of 
concreteness is a common post-Vatican II phenomenon.  While taking it for granted that 
Catholic life involves more than simply devotionalism, much post-Vatican II spirituality 
lacks an easily definable structure.  There is no easy means to speak of post-Vatican II 
piety, let alone the concrete manifestation of a Eucharistic ethic.  These challenges 
notwithstanding, and in keeping with my revised understanding of John Paul II, I have 
argued that a parish-based familial social ethic must keep alive the legacy of pre- and 
post-Vatican II norms.  It must aim at the realization of the Body of Christ among the 
faithful through frequent adoration and reception of the Body and Blood of Christ in the 
Eucharist.  The adoration and reception of the Eucharist empowers families to “become 
what they receive” and to engage in Christ‟s work of social transformation.  Their 
Eucharistic mission constitutes families as domestic churches, in and through culture and 




 It is important to reaffirm that these observations, while sacramental and in a 
certain sense universal, have actually arisen from three separate origins:  (1) the thick 
description of the U.S. twentieth century, (2) the analysis of Church teaching, and (3) the 
analysis of Scripture.  While the latter two sources are certainly the deposit of the 
Church‟s universal faith, it is the former source that has helped to sharpen this project‟s 
exploration and application of the sacramental life.  While they are universally 
meaningful, then, this project holds that sacraments are only particularly and culturally 
manifested, a statement which finds resonance in the documents of the Second Vatican 
Council.   The very mediation of sacramental grace requires the particular manifestation 
of a time, a culture, and historical persons.  Just as the embodiment of gender and 
relationship was an antidote to John Paul‟s romanticism, so the socio-historical 
embodiment of the sacraments is an antidote to their over-universalization and de-
historicization.  The sacraments, while universally imparting grace, are always 
temporally and historically realized. 
Furthermore, if the Eucharist is an ethic as well as a sacrament, if it is a body in 
the world as well as a sacramental species, then it follows that ethics, too, is universally 
important yet only historically realized.  Some liturgical practices—e.g. the exclusion of 
women from the pulpit or altar—served to create divergent and gendered degrees of 
sacramental agency.  These practices betray a “lived” theology, be it spoken or unspoken.  
Such a theology would go something like the following:  The Eucharist is too holy for 
women‟s participation, though men and boys are acceptable vessels of Eucharistic 




from the service of the priest, both men and women must simply listen, obey, and kneel 
with deference before the Living God, for they are unworthy to stand in His presence.   
As history has shown, Eucharistic practice is not simply a product of theology; it 
is, rather, a lived theology.  This claim, however, is by no means new.  Vatican II‟s 
Sacrosanctum Concilium merely restated the long-standing teaching of the Church that 
the liturgy is the prima theologia, the primary theology, of the Church.  Perhaps it is no 
wonder, then, that so many catechisms and homiletic sources reify the lived message of 
hierarchal power relations, clericalism, and gender inequality.  Yet this was not the only 
interpretation of how to live out the Mystical Body of Christ, as organizations like the 
Christian Family Movement evidence a world based upon egalitarian family prayer, 
gender cooperation, and a sense that the Mass is not so much about obedience as socially 
transformative empowerment in day-to-day living.   
A similar message of Eucharistic, and human, inequality was being “lived” 
through the prejudicial and violent treatment of African Americans in, for instance, urban 
Chicago.  Yet organizations like the Catholic Interracial Council served to present a 
socially transformative message.  While black Catholics were being taunted on the steps 
of churches and at the altar rail itself, the CIC was attempting to ensure that these 
families could approach their parish doors, and, more importantly, the altar of the Holy 
Sacrifice.  The CIC, and the families it aided, chose to live out a message of contrast.  As 
they approached Christ‟s altar, they would exude courage in the midst of intimidation, 
and hospitality in the face of systemic exclusion.  Thus was lived theology, in line with 




Such a theology, while universal in importance, reveals itself only in and through history.  
It is a theology that is both counter-cultural and culturally-immersed.      
While the tendency toward exclusion—by race, ethnicity, age, and sex—surely 
did not cease by the time of the Second Vatican Council, the theologies which groups like 
the CFM and the CIC propounded found new resonance with the official teachings of the 
Church.  In documents such as Sacrosanctum Concilium, Inter Mirifica, Lumen Gentium, 
Apostolicam Actuositatem, and Gaudium et Spes, one sees an affirmation of the 
Eucharistic agency of the laity as participants in the Holy Sacrifice and as priests by 
baptism, who are to consecrate the social order through their lives.  These documents also 
reaffirm that the family is a place of prayer, of liturgical agency, and of holy work in the 
world, such that it is to be considered a domestic church.  Lastly, in these documents, one 
also sees an affirmation of lay leadership, especially in the spheres of technological, 
social, and familial life, as well as an assertion of the equal dignity of women and men 
before God.   Reading the movements of history as “signs of the times,” Vatican II 
endowed the family with a sacramental agency and a sacramental vocation, one that 
resonated with the past words of the apostle Paul and with the forthcoming words of John 
Paul II.  The domestic church has a mission to be a Gospel witness to the inclusive love 
of God, a love that is most clearly manifested at the Eucharistic table.   
Four images will serve to bring this sacramental and evangelical message into 
bold relief.  Firstly, there is the image of a Catholic priest marching side-by-side with 
other Civil Rights protestors, Protestant and Catholic, cleric and lay, women and men.  




comunidades de base.  Thirdly, there is Dolores Huerta‟s admittedly imperfect, yet 
hopeful, rearing of her family, fighting for worker justice alongside her own children.  
Fourthly, there is the changed appearance of the post-Vatican II sanctuary, one with 
women at the pulpit, female altar servers, and a laity who has been told by the Eucharistic 
Prayer itself that it is now “worthy” to stand in the presence of a Eucharistic God.
1072
  
The power of a covenantal and sacramental God is capable of including all—cleric and 
lay, black and white, Mexican and Irish, woman and man, child and adult, saint and 
sinner.  Delving thickly into the recent Christian past has confirmed (1) the agential and 
socially-transformative potential of the Eucharist, for good or for ill, (2) the life-giving 
and Gospel-faithful potential of egalitarian and inclusive Eucharistic faith and practice, 
and (3) the importance of lay and familial agency in carrying out the baptismal, self-
offering, and socially transformative work of welcoming all to Table of the Living One.  
II. Implications for Future Research 
This project sees its work as stemming into at least five areas of future inquiry.  
First of all, while this project explores the relationship between moral agency and 
Christian families, the field of Christian ethics would benefit from further exploration of 
the importance of moral and vocational choice in the lives and development of family 
members, particularly of women and children.  Secondly, and relatedly, this project holds 
that moral agency is justly and lovingly used for inclusive praxis and that the ability to 
create inclusive community is a Christian virtue, and perhaps even a human right.  Future 
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exploration of this claim, theologically, philosophically, and scripturally, would be much-
warranted.   
Thirdly, as stated only a few paragraphs above, this project is really a restatement 
of a millennia-old Christian claim:  The liturgy-as-lived is the primary theology of the 
Church.  Life in God is, first and foremost, understood through everyday life and through 
the practices—structured and unstructured—of the Christian community.  Theology, or 
rather, theologies, emerge from living, and are far more than a collection of carefully 
chosen words.  Rather, what Christians do and experience is far more telling of the 
Church‟s beliefs than the eloquent or not-so-eloquent phrases of theological codices.  
Furthermore, the official pedagogy of the Church often follows, rather than creates, the 
practices—just and unjust—of the Christian faithful.  Still further, more than anything 
else, the gender and power practices of liturgy are what Christian families take home and 
to work, and likewise, the gender and power practices of home and workplace are what 
Christian families take with them to church.  The theological tenets betrayed by such 
practices sometimes adhere to, yet sometimes greatly diverge from, the official theologies 
of the Church.   
If one wishes to understand what the Church—the whole Church—actually 
believes, it is to quotidian life that future work must turn—a life that encompasses home, 
work, and church.  Therefore, and fourthly, this project has used history as a primary 
means of observing Christian family life, assessing it, and constructing a vision for it.  
This project is, accordingly, making a claim of theological method, one that it hopes will 




modernity and post-modernity, theology can wrestle with the messiness of history as a 
means of constructive and faith-filled analysis.  It would be incorrect to assert, however, 
that just because a claim is both “ground up” and experiential, it is therefore true.  Such 
“on the ground” claims must always be tested by the enduring measures of Christian 
truth, found in the Scriptures and in the Church‟s living tradition.  Such a tradition 
includes a repository of conceptual, theoretical, and systematic reflection upon 
theological concerns, and these must surely be taken into account in making any 
normative judgment; however, just as no “ground up” claim is valid without consulting 
the traditional sources of Christian wisdom, so it is that no ecclesial, systematic, or 
philosophical claim can go unquestioned if it does not stand the test of messy day-to-day 
realities.  Human experience and traditional and Scriptural wisdom are always mutually 
dependent and mutually corrective.
1073
     
Fifthly, this project both complexifies and lends credence to globally aware 
theology and ethics.  The documents of Vatican II themselves point out that we live in an 
interconnected world, and any theology that speaks to the contemporary world must be 
one that can speak to a global context.  Yet the very nature of thick description, like that 
of this dissertation‟s historical chapters, makes it difficult to make generalizations.  As 
such, this dissertation wishes to encourage future examination of “lived” moral contexts, 
in the United States and elsewhere.  Such studies will continue to aid the mutually 
corrective process of producing moral reflection that is attentive to traditional and 
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Scriptural insights, philosophical and systematic reflection, and experiential claims.
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Thus, the more that normative ethics engages lived contexts throughout the globe, the 
more it will be able to learn from, and to respond to, the varied needs and experiences 
that exist within the diverse People of God, and hence, the diverse Body of the Christ.  
Future work in thick description will aid Christian ethics in its work of remaining faithful 
to age-old Christian wisdom while still constructing theologies that are pastorally 
sensitive and world-conscious. 
This project, then, earnestly hopes that future work will explore the relationship 
between normative Christian reflection and social science, as well as the way in which 
structured social-scientific investigation can sharpen a normative understanding of both 
the human condition and God‟s Self-Revelation.  This project‟s primary aim has been to 
offer the Eucharist as the source of both Divine and human identity and mission, and it is 
indebted to those sources that have aided its inquiries—sources of Scripture and of the 
Church‟s wisdom, of academic history and of academic theology, of professional and of 
personal growth, and of communal, familial, and individual insight into the Christian life.  
So indebted, this work closes with the words of St. Augustine, from Sermon 272: 
If, therefore, you are the body of Christ and His members, your mystery has been 
placed on the Lord‟s table, you receive your mystery.  You reply “Amen” to that 
which you are, and by replying you consent.  For you hear “The Body of Christ,” 
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